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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Overview 

 

This case study presents findings of a research conducted in May 2016 and May 2017 by the African centre 

for Migration & Society (ACMS) in Makause, Ekurhuleni Metropolitan Municipality, Gauteng Province. 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 3 and 7 May 2016 as well as between 2 and 

12 May 2017. The research process involved conducting qualitative interviews with relevant stakeholders. 

A team of four ACMS researchers spent eight days in the area and conducted a total of 35 individual 

interviews and three focus group discussions. Participants included South Africans and foreign residents as 

well as key informants including representatives of the local authority, community leaders, faith-based, and 

other community based organisations. We rely on secondary literature to provide additional background 

and insight. Recognising that perceptions drive social interactions and mobilisation as much as facts1, our 

approach documents, and where possible, distinguishes between the two. 

 

1.2 Primary Findings and Conclusions 

 

Makause is a socially, economically and politically complex space due primarily to the fact that all its 

residents are considered illegal dwellers living on a disused and privately owned mine shaft which was 

never demarcated as a human resettlement area. In addition to socio-economic challenges, the informal 

settlement has serious social cohesion fault lines summarised below: 

 

1. Limited social and institutional interactions: This study reveals low levels of foreigners’ integration into 

the local community particularly because their social interactions with local residents are limited 

and/or riddled with mutual suspicions and distrust. Similarly, foreign nationals in Makause have 

problematic interactions with local institutions of authority, leadership and service. These interactions 

                                                           
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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appear to be characterised by structural discrimination that needs to be addressed if sustainable social 

cohesion is to be achieved in the informal settlement; 

 

2. Negative perceptions and attitudes towards outsiders: Makause’s local residents generally hold 

negative attitudes towards foreigners who are perceived to be behind most socio-economic ills the 

community faces. Some residents are not negative about foreigners but the majority of the locals 

strongly resent their presence; 

 

3. Lack of trusted local authority and peaceful conflict resolution mechanisms: While Makause residents 

generally trust the newly elected community leadership, they expressed lack of trust in other 

institutions of local authority including the police, the municipality, the ward councillor and CPF. The 

lack of a fully trusted local authority and of formal and peaceful conflict resolution mechanisms is a 

serious obstacle to social cohesion. Makause residents and their community leaders currently rely 

heavily on violence to resolve conflicts. This is a major challenge to social cohesion as it undermines the 

rule of law and due process, and leads to anti-outsider violent exclusion.   

 

4. Xenophobic violence: Makause has experienced multiple incidents of violence against foreign nationals. 

The underlying causes of such violence include i) negative attitudes and strong resentments towards 

foreign nationals due to the social ills they are associated with; ii) local politics that fuel or exploit 

resentment towards foreign nationals for political gains; iii) socio-economic hardships, and iv) the 

normalisation of violence as a mechanism to resolve conflicts and restore order.  

 

5. Uncertain future relations and cohabitation: Both locals and foreign nationals are uncertain about what 

the future holds in terms of their social interactions and peaceful cohabitation. Based on past 

experience, outsiders do not feel confident about a future without violence.  

 

Following this introduction the report proceeds through three main sections. The first offers background 

information in terms of socio-economic data on the research site. The second includes detailed findings. 

The final summarises these core findings and implications. 
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II. BACKGROUND  
 

Makause is an informal settlement located in the Ekurhuleni Metropolitan Municipality, Gauteng province. 

It was established in the mid-1990s after retrenched mine workers occupied the abandoned vacant site 

known as Driefontein Farm. Makause residents are considered illegal dwellers living on a disused and 

privately owned mine shaft that was never demarcated as a human resettlement area. It is bounded on the 

south by mine dumps and a national freeway and on the north by a formal residential area called Primrose 

in Germiston. The area is also surrounded by affluent industrial, commercial and residential areas.  

The research site falls within Ekurhuleni’s Wards 21 and 93 whose socio-economic data is provided in Table 

I below. This data was drawn from the 2011 South Africa Census and the Independent Electoral 

Commission (IEC). 

Table 1: Socio-economic data of Makause, Wards 21 and 93, Ekurhuleni Municipality 

Variables Characteristics  

Sociodemographic 

Total Population 63 995 

Number of Households 36 152 

Age 41% of the population is aged between 10 -29 years 
18% is under the age of 18.  

Gender 39% of the population is female; 
 61% is male. 

Linguistic Diversity 25% speaks Sepedi at home; 
20% speaks IsiZulu at home; 
15% speaks IsiXhosa at home; 
11% speaks Xitsonga at home; 
9% speaks Sesotho at home;   
2% speaks English at home; 
15% speaks speaks other languages.  

Ethnic Diversity 99% of the population is Black African;  
0.5% Other. 

Migration 88% of the population was born in SA 
12% was born in Gauteng; 
10% was born outside SA.  

Voter Turnout Of the 28,662 registered voters, 41% voted in the 2016 municipal 
elections. 

Voting Patterns  44% voted for the African National Congress (ANC);  
22% voted for the Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF); 
6% voted for the Democratic Alliance (DA);  
2% voted for the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP).  

Socioeconomic 
Employment 38% of the population of workers over the age of 15 is unemployed 

or not economically active. 
Income Levels 6% of households have an annual income of R0; 

9% have an income between R0 – 10 000; 
14% have an income between R10 000 - 20 000; 
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25% have incomes between R20 000 – 40 000; 
14% have an annual income of R40 000 – 75 000.   

Poverty Rate 15% of households have an annual income of below R 9 600. 

Education Levels 60% completed Grade 9 or higher.  

Household (HH)Types 85% of households are shacks/informal dwellings; 
9% are classified as houses. 

Head of HH 20% of households are headed by women;  
80% are headed by men. 

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

provider 
    Electricity 4% of households have electricity for some cooking, heating or 

lighting;  
25% of households have electricity for all three;  
70% have no electricity.  

    Flush Toilet 21% of households have access to a flush toilet either with a septic 
tank or connected to sewerage system. 

    Refuse Disposal 28% of the population has access to regular refuse removal by a local 
authority or private company. 
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III. FINDINGS 
 

3.1 Nature of Community and Social Interactions 

 

Makause hosts a highly diverse population with mixed ethnic groups of South African descent from all 

provinces and foreign nationals from Mozambique, Zimbabwe, Malawi, Zambia, Congo, Botswana, 

Lesotho, Somali, Ethiopia, and Pakistan. Respondents indicated Zulus are the majority in the informal 

settlement followed by Xhosas. isiZulu is the dominant language used as a medium of communication by 

both the locals and the foreigners. Other languages include English, Xhosa, Sepedi, Xitsonga, Shona, 

Ndebele and Chewa. There are different understandings as to the reason Zulu is the main language. One 

respondent said, “Zulu is the dominant language spoken by many people, both the locals and the 

foreigners. Some people say it is the easiest language to learn.”2 And yet another respondent, a 

community leader said “…you know apartheid things still exist in our country so people think Zulu is the 

main tribe that everybody should fall and speak their language…”3 

 

Makause is a settlement mainly populated by domestic and international migrants. Even South Africans 

who have lived there for extended periods consider themselves migrants because they were born 

elsewhere. One respondent who has lived in the area for twelve years noted: “The majority of us here are 

migrants. We are here because of work. During holidays, many people here return back to their home 

areas. People come from as far as Eastern Cape, KZN [KwaZulu-Natal] and Limpopo.”4 The area is 

characterised by high mobility and also considered dynamic as people are constantly moving in and out. 

Residents feel however, that the rate of those moving in is much higher than those moving out. One 

resident commented: 

 
 The [population] composition here is dynamic. People are always on the move, either coming to 
stay here or moving out of here. The number of people coming into Makause is however more 
compared to those who are moving out. We have seen an increase in the number of people coming 
from Lesotho, Zimbabwe and Mozambique. There are also other people coming from other 
provinces but the majority are coming from Limpopo.5 

 

Christianity is the dominant religion and charismatic and African-initiated churches such as the ZCC are 

popular. Main spaces of social interaction include churches, community centres, sporting activities, self-

help groups such as funeral societies and stokvels arranged by respective ethnic groups, taverns, political 

party meetings, work and business places. Many residents also consider churches their main social activity 

and see religious leaders playing a pivotal role in restoring hope in the community. Reflecting on parochial 

                                                           
2 Interview with young South African male, Makause, 05 May 2016 
3 Interview with community leader, Makause, 05 May 2016  
4 Interview with unemployed South African female, Makause, 06 May 2016 
5 Interview with South African female, Makause, 04 May 2016 
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leadership, a young South African man noted: “The people that I consider to be the leaders of this 

community are the pastors because they play a very influential role in helping our community and giving 

people hope. They are also the mouth-piece of our community because we get relevant information about 

our community from them.”6 Residents also consider Sport a potentially unifying activity: “Sport, especially 

football, is what brings us together in this community. We have people from different ethnicities and 

backgrounds but when it comes to football, people bury their differences.”7 

 

The community demonstrates collective efficacy (i.e. when community members work together to solve 

common problems), whenever community members have to mobilise and collectively i) protest to demand 

something (e.g., service delivery); ii) protest against something (e.g., the presence of foreign nationals in 

the area); and iii) solve common problems (e.g., crime though mob justice). 

 

3.2 Profile of Outsiders  
 

As indicated, Makause hosts significant numbers of domestic and international migrants. While domestic 

migrants come from all of South Africa’s nine provinces, non-nationals hail from Mozambique, Zimbabwe, 

Malawi, Zambia, Congo, Botswana, Lesotho, Somali, Ethiopia, and Pakistan. Respondents indicated that 

Mozambicans were the first foreign nationals to settle in the area. Domestic migrants and immigrants from 

Botswana and Lesotho are the only ones considered to be insiders, the rest of the immigrants are 

considered to be outsiders. 

  

3.2.1 Social interactions and public participation 
 

Despite various avenues and opportunities for social interactions (e.g., self-help groups, sports, taverns), 

respondents reported low levels of foreigners’ social integration in the community. They indicated that 

foreigners generally prefer socialising with people from their home countries. Some locals indicated that 

they were accommodative to foreign nationals but their social networks revolved around their ethnicities 

and cultural beliefs. There are some inter-marriages. Interactions between locals and foreign business 

owners are mainly based on business dealings (e.g. paying rent for business premises). In summary, 

foreigners and locals generally co-exist although trust issues remain due to prior attacks on foreign 

nationals. There is a general lack of trust between insiders and outsiders. One foreign respondent stated: 

“You can never be safe here. It’s only that we do not have better options. I am always living in fear”8. 

 

                                                           
6 Interview with young South African male, Makause, 05 May 2016 
7 Interview with South African male, Makause, 05 May 2016 
8 Interview with a foreign national, Makause, 06 May 2016  
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Discussions with both local and foreign nationals revealed that social interactions take place through self-

help groups, stokvels, and funeral arrangement groups. These usually constitute people of the same ethnic 

backgrounds. For instance, Shona or Ndebele people from Zimbabwe may belong to the same or a specific 

funeral society for logistical reasons. The same applies to immigrants from Mozambique, Malawi, and other 

countries. Foreign shop owners also said they keep to themselves in social interactions, and one of them 

gave this reason: “We, Somalis had the least relationships that do not interact with the people here. On 

that side, our level of interaction is not that advanced. I think the difference in culture, the understanding, 

and many other things…”9 

 

Sport is also one element of social interactions which seems to draw out public participation from a mixture 

of both locals and foreign nationals. Soccer teams consist of diverse people and where they do not, teams 

play against different nationalities. A focus group discussion revealed that there is a soccer team which was 

specifically formed to combat xenophobia. One respondent stated: “There are football teams, that is, 

against xenophobia. There is a team with people from Maputo.”10 He added that teams are mixed with 

both outsiders and insiders and not formed along identity lines. The focus group confirmed that there are 

normally no ethnic tensions on the soccer pitch.  

 

Local taverns are another primary site of social interactions between locals and foreigners in Makause. 

Except for foreign shop owners like the Somalis, Ethiopians, and Pakistanis, taverns attract both locals and 

foreign nationals. Unfortunately, local taverns are also associated with most of the social ills that plague the 

Makause community. Community workers and residents blame taverns for fights between revellers, the 

rape of women who leave the drinking places late, and murders of people as they leave the drinking places 

late into the night or early morning. One community worker said taverns are responsible for what she calls 

a ‘body count’ of people which starts piling from Fridays. In her own words: 

 
Yes the weekend is bad, and rape occurs then as well. People do not want to listen and the 
entertainment places do not close. Some leave drinking places drunk at 2am in the morning and 
they meet criminals on the way and get killed. Most of the people who die, die at night coming 
from drinking places and not during the day. They are killed during the night. Mine was also once 
held up at night, he was coming from home at night. …There are also a lot of taverns inside there 
and they never close. And then there is also a place where they say omakotsha [prostitutes] are 
sold, it is called Khumbula Ekhaya”11.  

 

Respondents made it clear that foreigners also regularly participate in tavern-based socialising. As one 

community worker pointed out: 

 
                                                           
9 Interview with Ethiopian shop owner, Makause, 06 May 2016 
10 Focus group discussion, Makause, 06 May 2016 
11 Interview with community worker, Makause, 06 May 2016 
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It is a pity because our leaders here really try to tell the people that if it is dark stay indoors and if 
you drink buy your drinks and sit down. The police also come to meetings to try and advise us, they 
say don’t do this or do it this way. Especially the outsiders they are the one who like walking at 
night and they drink as if it their first time to see alcohol.12  

 

Other respondents indicated that in social settings where drinking takes place, situations easily can 

degenerate to xenophobic tensions. One of them said:  

 

They do not hesitate to touch even a strange woman especially when they are drunk. The moment 
you try to confront them, they will end up shouting at you and it will even be worse if they discover 
that you are a foreign national. They may end up calling you derogatory names like prostitutes or 
makwerekwere.13 

 

Other than in drinking places where outsiders mix socially with insiders, most social interactions (e.g., 

funeral societies) are organised by origin. Although some respondents said this is for logistical purposes, 

others kept to themselves for fear of being exposed as outsiders and fear of xenophobic tensions that may 

follow.  

 

This brief discussion reveals low levels of foreigners’ integration into the local community particularly 

because of social interactions between locals and foreigners that are limited and/or riddled with mutual 

suspicions. Efforts to improve the frequency and quality of these social interactions and make them a tool 

to build sustainable social cohesion will need to address the negative perceptions and attitudes of both 

insiders and outsiders. 

 

3.2.2 Interactions with institutions of authority and service 
 

According to respondents; foreign nationals in Makause generally have limited interactions with public 

institution or services. Foreign respondents confirmed this reporting that they are nervous and afraid 

because of either the bad service they offer or the bribes they demand in return for service. Institutions like 

Home Affairs, the police and hospitals were identified for generally poor service and anti-outsider 

discrimination. One foreign respondent stated: 

 

Hospitals are one of the worst when considering the foreign nationals. Hospitals and the police 
stations are the worst places that foreign nationals are not served properly. I mean when you go to 
the hospitals, nobody will help you. For example, some days before, I felt sick and went to a 
hospital. I went there in the morning and I was in a different queue. When it was during the 
afternoon, I was told that I could not be served. So health facilities and police stations are two of 
the worst areas that foreigners are not served. Home Affairs is unspeakable. Now, different groups 

                                                           
12 Interview with community worker 2, Makause, 06 May 2016 
13 Interview with a foreign national, Makause, 06 May 2016 
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and nationalities are assigned to different days. There is no any work going on there. It is possible 
that there are three hundred people waiting the whole day for the permit and only three people 
are given the permit. So it may take you months to get the permit. 14 

 

Community leaders, CPFs, and the police are the main institutions of leadership and authority with which 

foreign nationals (particularly business owners) in Makause interact. However, their relationships are based 

on instrumental exchange: foreigners pay for protection against violence or looting. According to foreign 

respondents, Ethiopian business owners in the location paid more than R20 000 to the community leaders 

in order to protect them from danger of looting and violence that was imminent at one time. One foreign 

respondent stated when asked about foreigners’ relationship with community leaders in the area:  

 
They want money. Police also need money. Community needs money. All want money. You see last 
week, we collected money and give it to the street committees. If we have problems, they protect 
our shops. Like we collect thousand rand from all shops and it becomes twenty something 
thousand and we give it to them because we are scared. Those people got guns-street committee 
members. If you do not pay, you lose.15 

 

Another foreign shop owner shared similar sentiments:  

 
When it is like this [during violence], nobody is a peacemaker. All participate in looting and 
protesting. But after the people are tired and go back home, when the situation comes back to the 
normality, the elders or the street committees come and say they will do something. But they 
already participated in looting our shops. They also want money and nothing is for free in SA. Even 
the older people want something from you when they are doing something for you. […] yes, they 
say there is a xenophobia that is coming. You need to be protected otherwise your shops will be 
looted. Sometimes there are rumours that there will be xenophobia coming next week or 
tomorrow. Then they come to us and tell us what is going on in the community. We collect some 
money from the foreign owned shops and give it to them. In South Africa nothing is for mahala-
free.16 

 

Most of the foreign respondents particularly pointed out their fear of interacting with the police as this may 

lead to their arrest because they lack documentation and they are mostly illegal immigrants. This fear also 

stops them from reporting crimes that are committed against them; one respondent recalled her inner 

turmoil: “I was wanted at the police forum. I went, in fact I was afraid because my passport expired and I 

was afraid that I would get there and the police would say first of all, where is your passport? But then I felt 

my heart saying I did not do anything wrong, I did not steal and this is my child who died.”17  

 

                                                           
14 Interview with foreign shop owner, Makause, 05 May 2016 
15 Interview with an Ethiopian shop owner; Makause, 6 May 2016 
16 Interview with an Ethiopian show owner; Makause, 5 May 2016 
17 Interview with Zimbabwean female; Makause, 04 May 2016 
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Foreign respondents also believed community leaders who organize public protests either leave foreign 

owned shops to be attacked by protestors or encourage the looting. Illustrating this, one of them explicated 

his distrust in in law enforcement:  

 
We also feel betrayed by the police because when you call them they will not come to you and 
even if they come to you, they will not help you or even write down your case. These are their 
people and they will sometimes tell you that these local people are hungry people so escape for 
your life. They say this instead of helping you. I think the police work with us 0%. We sometimes 
suspect they even organize or are involved in the robbery incidents in the township.18 

 

Foreign respondents also reported that they did not get equal protection by law enforcement structures 

like SAPS. They felt their lives did not matter for both local residents and law enforcement agencies:  

 
When [an] Ethiopian or Somali kills someone, people start robbing your shop. If those black people 
kill one of our people, no one talks because we do not have power here. No  law in South Africa. No 
one looks at you. We are not treated as human beings. No one will ask who killed or why he died. 
But if one South African is dead, we got a problem. You see it is like that. How many people died? 
Everyday an Ethiopian is dead. More than ten people are gone.”19  

 

In addition to their limited social relations with local residents, foreign nationals in Makause have 

problematic interactions with local institutions of authority, leadership and service. These interactions are 

characterised by structural xenophobia and discrimination that needs to be addressed if sustainable social 

cohesion is to be achieved in the informal settlement. 

  

3.2.3 Outsiders’ main livelihood activities 
 

Foreign nationals in Makause are mainly associated with the informal economy. They operate small to 

medium size businesses including selling fruit, vegetables and foodstuffs in tuck shops and along the roads, 

hairdressing, picking up recyclables and scrap metals for sale, and operating spaza shops. In terms of 

employment, foreign nationals also work as domestic workers, gardeners, building contractors, electricians, 

waiters, and plumbers.  

 

Different nationalities are associated with certain skills and professions. Somalis, Pakistanis and Ethiopians 

run almost all of the tuck shops. Indeed respondents indicate that spaza shops and mini-markets are mainly 

dominated by Pakistanis and Ethiopians. Until around five years ago, Somali nationals were the 

predominant grocery shop-owners until four Somali nationals were killed in the area. After that, the 

Somalis began selling their shops to Ethiopians, who currently own the majority of the shops. Respondents 

estimated that there are currently around 32 Ethiopian shops in Makause. 

                                                           
18 Interview with Ethiopian shop owner1; Makause, 05 May 2016 
19 Interview with Ethiopian shop owner, Makause, 06 May 2016 
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 Mozambicans are well known for being building contractors and Zimbabweans are considered versatile 

and are found in almost all sectors; they sell produce, do domestic work, hairdressing and also work at 

skilled jobs. A few Zimbabweans and Mozambicans also operate spaza shops. In some cases Malawians are 

associated with gardening and housework and Nigerians are known for running electronic repair shops. 

When asked about livelihood activities in the community, one foreign respondent stated: “Most local 

people, they work in the factories…Most of the foreign nationals of the African origins create their own 

employment…Some open saloons, some work in their own garages, some open small shops. It is mixed but 

they are self-reliant.”20 

 

A focus group discussion indicated that compared to South Africans, foreign nationals are more skilled and 

hardworking:  

 
The foreign people know how to work for themselves…Zimbabweans…hard workers! Very good at 
their work; always giving it their best. Maputos…they like being self-employed, they don’t like 
working for the boss. Malawians…they are also good and very, very polite, the most polite guys. 
Like, people from Mozambique have built very beautiful houses for South Africans. In most cases 
we South Africans, we are not skilled man, we got nothing, yeah, maybe grade 12. But the guys 
from Zim, they have got skill, they got the art, and they can do anything you see.21 

 

The real and perceived superior skills of foreigners against the lack of skills of locals are linked to their 

access to opportunities and this, for many locals, constitutes unfair advantage. Locals also accuse foreign 

nationals of providing cheap labour which undermines the local labour market. Therefore, whether self-

employed or hired by employers, foreigners are considered to be stealing opportunities from locals. 

Outsiders’ livelihood activities are therefore a source of negative perceptions and tensions between locals 

and foreign nationals and consequently an obstacle to social cohesion in the informal settlement. 

 

3.2.4 Community perceptions about outsiders 
 

Respondents indicated that Makause’s local residents generally hold negative attitudes towards foreigners 

who are perceived to be behind most socio-economic ills the community faces. Some residents are not 

negative about foreigners but the majority of the locals strongly resent their presence. Foreigners are 

perceived as more qualified and therefore more competitive in business and the job market. According to 

locals, they steal jobs (and cause unemployment), kill local businesses (due to increasing competition), steal 

women and strain services. They are also accused of undermining the local job market by providing cheap 

labour (they are so desperate that they can work for any amount). They are also perceived as drivers of 

                                                           
20 Interview with Ethiopian shop owner, Makause, 06 May 2016 
21 Focus group discussion, Makause, 06 May 2016 
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crime and drug lords. 

 

Respondents indicated that the influx of foreign nationals in South African and Makause in particular is a 

heavy burden on the local resource base and a contributing factor for the failure of the South African 

government to provide basic services in the informal settlement. Indeed, local residents largely believe that 

there are too many outsiders in the community. One resident stated: “Here in Makause we have different 

people coming from different countries. I cannot easily specify who is staying here but all I can tell you is 

that the whole Africa is here in Makause. We have people from Northern Africa, Central Africa and 

Southern Africa.”22 Another respondent felt that there is an influx of outsiders and called for stricter border 

controls, he advised that: 

 
The government must simplify this process, strengthen border gates and improve security, that 
way South Africa will not be as full as it is now. Right now South Africa is brimming ‘iyaphuphuma’, 
it is brimming ‘iyaphuphuma’ with people. That is why squatter camps and shacks will be difficult to 
end. It is just a song for government to say they will end shacks. As long as it keeps the border gates 
open and people coming in like water. 23 

 

These respondents believe having too many foreign nationals is impeding on the ability of government to 

deliver basic services. They feel that if foreign nationals were to leave, the government may not be 

overwhelmed in providing housing and other basic services.  

 

In addition to being a burden to local resource base, foreign nationals are also blamed for rising crime rates 

in the area. One local resident summed up commons perceptions: “people always say the foreign nationals 

are responsible for escalating crime rates, unemployment and poor services delivery because they are 

flooding our community.”24 Some residents also believe baSotho are Involved in criminal activities. On loal 

resident stated: 

Yes, there is crime and we can confirm that baSotho are involved. We know it is the baSotho by 
their clothes, weapons and their language. When one of the thieves was beaten up and he was 
screaming we could tell that he is Sotho. You know you can try and hide your identity but when you 
are in pain you can betray yourself. He was screaming in his language. […] There has been talk 
about a meeting of men in the community to discuss the way forward about abaSotho. We are 
planning a meeting in the open ground. […]It obviously causes divisions in the community because 
they are beating up people, killing them and sometimes raping as well. And stealing as well, 
sometimes they just kill without stealing.25  

For some residents however, some of these perceptions are unfounded as one clarified: “The Nigerians are 

well known for being drug dealers. On the other hand, the Zimbabweans are known for stealing. I think 

                                                           
22 Interview with young South African male, Makause, 05 May 2016 
23 Interview with South African male, Makause, 04 May 2016 
24 Interview with unemployed South African female, Makause, 06 May 2016 
25 Interview with a South African male responded, Makause, 11 May 2017 
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these are just stereotypes that the locals use so that their hatred towards foreign nationals can be justified. 

They are quick to paint foreigners with the same brush.”26 Locals believe that foreigners can easily commit 

crime because they know they are undocumented and can therefore evade law enforcement and 

accumulating a criminal record. 

 

Foreign nationals also feel that locals regard them as inferior and do not consider them as equals in any 

way. One foreign respondent lamented that locals consider foreign nationals inferior and also blamed the 

media for fuelling negative perceptions about immigrants: 

 
They really look down upon us. They will make it clear that you realise you are below them in every 
respect. For them, we are not equal either in the eyes of God or even under the law…They even 
think that we do not even have homes in our country and we live in mountains…Maybe they see 
the extent at which we are coming into their communities. I think the media is also working against 
us. The media make it seem like we are the poorest of the poorest in the world.27  

 

Regarding the sources of these perceptions, respondents indicated some are fuelled by political 

scapegoating and others by criminal behaviours of foreign individuals. Foreign shopkeepers for example 

feel that politicians appeal to the negative perceptions and attitudes locals have towards them when they 

canvass for votes. One of them explained the political scapegoating in this way: 

 
Sometimes I think the local politicians sometimes encourage the local people to do the looting and 
direct the anger of the local residents against us. We are scapegoats for the politicians who fail to 
help the people and provide what people need. Instead of helping the people, they tell them when 
they do their election campaigns that they will get us out of the township.28 

 

Criminal activities by some foreigners also fuel negative sentiments towards foreigners in general. Indeed, 

some residents indicated that the individual criminal acts committed by a few foreigners are used as an 

example to represent the existence of foreign crime gangs, thereby perpetuating the perception that crime 

is mostly committed by foreigners. One community leader lamented the presence of foreign groups 

committing crimes as follows: “You see the foreign nationals also have certain ways of doing things. For 

instance we were elected in 2011 and since then the reports we get implicate some of them. There is a 

group from Zimbabwe which is responsible for some of the crime and this creates tensions.”29  

 

Regardless of their origins, negative perceptions and attitudes towards outsiders are not only a symptom of 

strained social relations but also an obstacle to building social cohesion because, as discussed below, they 

are often mobilised for anti-outsider violent exclusion.  
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3.3 Socio-economic Conditions 

 

Makause local residents’ livelihoods consist mainly of informal trading, casual labour, and operating 

taverns. A few have formal employment (low-paying jobs) in nearby towns (e.g., Primrose and Germiston). 

The informal settlement is beset with serious socio-economic challenges including high unemployment 

rates particularly among the youth and poor service delivery. Residents particularly lamented the slow or 

non-existent service delivery in the area where 80% of the dwellings are plastic shacks prone to fires; with 

no electricity, sanitation or proper roads as well as heavy congestion since shacks are built close to one 

another. Police cars, ambulances and fire trucks cannot access shacks and people die frequently in shack 

fires.  

 

Lack of schools and congestion at the clinic are the other main challenges in Makause. Children travel far to 

attend school. The nearest schools in Primrose are expensive and not affordable for many residents. 

Residents have to be up as early as 4am to be attended at the clinic. Other challenges include high crime 

rates (rape, murder), high HIV infections, alcohol and substance abuse and prostitution. It is against this 

backdrop that local residents frequently organise service delivery protests. They are bitter and feel that the 

national government has forgotten them and left them out of the new democracy. Indeed, there is a 

general air of dejectedness among the Makause residents. The issue of feeling neglected by the local and 

national governments is a theme which runs through all the individual and focus group interviews 

conducted with locals. Although most service delivery protests that take place are directed at the 

Ekurhuleni Municipality for lack of basic services, (including proper housing structures, electricity, water, 

sanitation and refuse removal among others), their anger is also aimed towards the national government. 

Residents confirmed that they have to dig their own toilets and community workers confirmed that the 

absence of proper toilets causes a permanent stench and may also be responsible for puddles of dirty 

stagnant water frequently found in the area. Community workers say the lack of proper sanitation and 

close proximity of shacks, compounded by the absence of proper roads within the community, contributes 

to the prevalence of communicable diseases such as Tuberculosis (TB). One community worker reported 

that: 

The area we live in adds more pressure to the health hazards. It's extremely dirty. Water you find 
everywhere, there are flies so for one to get TB you know. Water is too far, for one to get clean 
water you have to travel a great distance; the municipality cannot put water inside because it's 
private land. So there is nothing much… they cannot do any services it's a privately owned land so… 
the people put their own illegal electricity connection. But that place it's a dump…rubbish is only 
collected around the squatter camp and the days of collection is not sufficient because there is lots 
of people dumping here every time.30 
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Makause exists on the fringes of Primrose suburb separated by a main road, therefore the residents are 

able to see the proper housing structures and amenities that they need across the road. The residents feel 

that they are on the outside looking in; they not only feel left out of service delivery but also feel left out of 

the new South African democracy. An interview with a young South African male revealed the following 

sentiments: 

 
I think the ruling party has failed us in this democratic South Africa. I think we deserve to be living 
better than we are doing right now, as squatters in our own country. This is really bad. We do not 
have proper houses and for many years we have lived in this squatter camp, nothing has really 
changed. Our lives remain miserable. We do not have electricity, adequate water supply and refuse 
collection. We also do not have proper toilets. We deserve to be living better in this democratic 
country.31 

 

The discussion above indicates that Makause residents face significant challenges in terms of 

unemployment, poverty and poor service delivery. These challenges are an obstacle to building social 

cohesion because often time, local residents blame their hardships on outsiders whose presence is 

associated with illegitimate competition for scarce resources and opportunities; 

 

3.4 Community Leadership and Conflict Resolution 

 

3.4.1 Leadership structures and their relationship to community 

 

Leadership structures for Makause are found within and immediately outside of the community. The local 

Community Leadership Forum is the only leadership structure found within the community as it is made up 

of the informal settlement residents who were elected to lead the community in all its issues of concern. 

Other leadership structures are mainly based in the nearby Primrose suburb include the ruling party ANC 

through the Ekurhuleni Metropolitan Municipality, the Democratic Alliance (DA) through the office of the 

ward councillor, SAPS and CPF. The local municipality is meant to provide for the basic needs of the 

community such as housing, electricity, water, sanitation, refuse removal, roads, clinics and other services. 

In terms of political leadership, the area belongs to the DA, and is heavily contested by both the ANC and 

the EFF.     

 

Out of all these leadership structures, residents reported having the closest and the most trusting 

relationship with the recently elected local leadership whose members also live within the squatter camp. 

The current community leaders were elected in 2015 to replace the previous community leaders who are 

rumoured to have been highly corrupt. Only one leader was carried forward from 2011 through nomination 

by the residents. While the leadership works to address all public, family and individuals matters in the 
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area, their primary responsibility is to lead the community in decisions and demands for service delivery, 

which usually end in public protests. A community leader characterised their duties as follows: 

 
Our work as leadership is to be sent by the people to go ahead of them to find out about service 
delivery issues from service providers like Ekurhuleni; to ask when we will get our own places. We 
also look into criminal activities, and we intervene when spouses fight. So before they go to the 
police station family members come to us, as well as those who are victims of crime. So they tell us 
if they have had break-ins and what sort of items might have been stolen. After we speak them we 
then take them to the police station.32 

 

Most respondents concurred that the community leaders typically act in consultation with residents with 

regard to decision making as opposed to the seemingly top down approach exercised by the embattled 

leadership which has since been removed. The current leaders have been in power for the past year and 

are recognised as a form of legitimate leadership. A religious leader confirmed the legitimacy of the 

community leadership by saying: “they are the ones on the lead, whatever happens in Makause they are 

the ones people run to to complain or tell their grievance”33. 

 

Makause residents expressed a general lack of trust in other structures. The white DA ward councillor, for 

example, is perceived to be aloof towards the community in the informal settlement and accused of only 

serving the Primrose residents and ignoring the squatter camp dwellers. Residents of the informal 

settlements believed that they did not have a councillor, and that is one of the reasons they were living in 

such dire socio-economic conditions. One respondent stated: “You will find the men hanging around the 

roads; it not because they do not want to work, they do but there are no jobs. We do not have a councilor 

here that is why it is like this”34. When asked if the DA councillor was not meant to also cover the squatter 

camp, the same respondent said: “No, she is a DA councilor. She said she was not voted in by black people 

she was voted in by white people. She never comes here. There is going to be toitoi [marching] here on 

Monday, we need things.”35 It is also a common perception among most residents that all political parties 

do not care about them, and only appear around election time to drum up support for their parties.  

 

There are two community policing forums, one which serves the Primrose suburb and one which serves the 

Makause informal settlement. This division is also because like the ward councillor, the CPF is said by 

residents of the informal settlement and community leaders alike to not serve their needs which are 

drastically different from those in the suburb. There seems to be only a relationship of convenience 

between the two CPF leadership structures as they only meet to discuss mutual concerns wherever these 

may exist. A current local community leader elaborated: 
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You see sister, I have previously attended meetings of the CPF but you see sometimes when no one 
in the top positions of the CPF actually lives in a squatter camp, you can keep taking your 
grievances but they will not prioritise them. The only time they take crime seriously is if it affects 
the white people there. Remember the CPF is supposed to deal with crime and issues like the fact 
that there are no roads around the shacks.36. 

 

Local government leadership is provided by the Ekurhuleni Municipality which is run by the national ruling 

party, ANC. However the relationship between the municipality and the residents has been characterised 

by protests and court orders over the years over demand for proper housing structures and basic services 

such as water and electricity by the residents. This tension still continues today. At the time of data 

collection there was a pending strike due to the failure of the municipality to respond to a memorandum of 

demands presented to them in March 2016 by the community leadership. One community leader 

summarised the cause of tension as follows:  

 
According to the executive of Ekurhuleni we are staying here illegally but we have tried to approach 
all the departments, the owner of the land, the DRD mine we are staying on top of the shaft, so as 
the leadership we are fighting for our own land as we are having a meeting today to give us 
feedback and I am hoping they come with a positive feedback because people are ready to do 
whatever…37 

 

Another important leadership institution which raises mixed emotions among the community is the police. 

Views about the police range from them being considered ineffective, unresponsive or never responding on 

time, taking bribes, divulging whistle blowers to criminals thereby endangering residents’ lives, to that they 

do try their best to serve a congested and inaccessible area. A community worker painted a picture about 

the police as follows: 

 
One lady went with the CID to go and show them where the drug dealers were, the following day 
the drug dealers came and said, you carry on with the way you are doing, we will deal with you. 
How did they know, that she was busy pointing? We don’t know, but it’s one of those things that if 
you don’t have evidence, you don’t say the police did that. We don’t know what happened, but she 
was threatened to say carry on.38  

 

By protecting whistle blowers, the police are seen as protecting criminals. A community leader in a 

separate interview also highlighted that “the police are known to divulge the identities of whistle 

blowers”39. According to residents, the police protection given to criminals keeps the circle of violence 

alive. The police however highlighted the lack of roads as a major hindrance to accessing the community 

and described their relationship with the community as generally trustful:   
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Obviously it will not be all of them, remember the criminals will always be there and those who are 
doing the wrong things, but most of them, 80% of them I assure you they trust the police. We are 
always having awareness campaign where we are talking to them, where we beg them for 
information for some of the things and they are very helpful.40  
 

3.4.2 Conflict resolution mechanisms 

 

According to respondents, conflict resolution mechanisms in Makause include local community leadership 

structures, mob justice, the police, and public protests. The following discusses the workings of these 

mechanisms. 

 

3.4.2.1 Community leadership 

 

Community leadership seems to be a trusted way of dealing with both public issues like lack of service 

delivery and personal issues like domestic violence. Residents are more inclined to report their cases to the 

community leadership before they approach the police. The amount of power invested in elected 

community leaders seems to be quite vast. In addition to mobilising the community members in service 

delivery protests, the leaders also preside over family disagreements, especially domestic violence matters. 

The now ousted group of leaders is said to have gone as far as demanding fines from men who beat up 

their partners, and also used to allocate pieces of land where people erect their shacks in return for 

payment. One current community leader said about the ousted leaders: “Let us say I have a wife and we 

fight and she goes and reports me, the leaders would take me and beat me up and then make me pay a 

fine. And also the one who reports the case would pay to have their case solved”41. 

 

Past and current community leaders had/have the power to mete out judgements and carry out 

punishment as they see fit. Indeed, conflict resolution methods applied by the current community leaders 

within the community range from disciplinary hearings, to sjamboking criminals, to reporting those found 

guilty of different crimes to the police. One resident stated: “In sections like A, we call it the Khumalos’, 

community leaders there use a sjambok to discipline criminals or outcasts. Once reported, you know the 

community leaders will deal with you”42. Community leaders say that they see it better in some cases to 

beat up criminals because if left in the hands of the community, the criminals are killed through mob 

justice. The leaders also say in some cases if they just hand over a criminal to the police, if the criminal is 

then seen walking about having been released by the police, the wide perception held by residents is that 

justice will not have been done. So the community leaders play the difficult, sensitive and complex 
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balancing act of appeasing the residents, the police and keeping criminals alive. The fact that community 

leaders have the power to discipline criminals appears to also be a form of approved mob justice or 

vigilantism acceptable in this community.  

 

3.4.2.2 Mob justice 

 

Mob justice is considered another legitimate way of dealing with crime related conflict. It is considered 

more effective than reporting culprits to the police. If the police release suspects on bail; justice is not 

considered done. Community leaders take part in mob justice; they beat up criminals before handing them 

over to the police if there is a need to hand them over. There are specific areas in Makause where mob 

justice is carried out, where residents burn people or beat them to death. Recently (Sunday, 8 May 2016), a 

Zimbabwean man was set alight and died after attempting to steal during a shack fire. 

 

As elsewhere, a whistle is an effective way of attracting the attention of residents to public events such as 

calling residents to join meetings, xenophobic violence and mob justice crowds. Once a whistle is heard, 

people rush to join the mob and mete justice to the accused criminal. Local residents reiterated that they 

would rather kill suspected criminals than hand them over to the police and see them walk free. They feel 

that murder is the only deterrent from stealing and a fitting form of justice, although it appears people 

continue to commit crimes in the area despite the mob justice approach to crime. A focus group discussion 

revealed the following sentiments: “Let’s take this for example. They stabbed my sister, they raped my 

sister, she comes home crying. We go there together, we find them, we hit them with pangas. Do you think 

I should cry and say shame the poor guy? No, I will say burn the motherfucker. Sorry for the language.”43 

 

A community worker also confirmed that mob justice also referred to as community justice is a trusted way 

of dealing with conflict: 

 

When you are caught stealing here in Makause you will certainly be killed. Even if they know you, 
and you are one of them they will kill you. So if I see them starting to beat up a person I try to call 
the police and say come to such and such a place so they can arrive quickly before the person is 
severely injured. It should not be the case that the people are judge and jury. It should be the 
police who know what to do with that person.44 

 

There are however some community members who feel that the police are slowly becoming a preferred 

way of handling conflict and community justice is on the decrease as time goes on. One respondent stated: 

“Overall we trust the police, in any case we have no choice because this is the only place we can run to 

whenever we are in trouble, reporting the people to the police is more the norm than community 
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justice.”45 That said, the brutality with which the community treats criminals and suspected criminals may 

require efforts to understand of how the locals’ relationship with the apartheid regime may have 

contributed to their understanding of justice. The idea here is not to apportion blame to a previous system 

but rather to see how different structures have contributed to subject formation and how history has 

contributed to creating subjectivities. 

 

3.4.2.3 Public protests 

 

As elsewhere in South Africa, public protests are seen as effective in dealing with conflicts between 

community members and the local authority particularly over service delivery grievances. As indicated 

earlier and discussed further below, local residents frequently organise service delivery protests directed at 

the Ekurhuleni Municipality for lack of basic services such as proper housing structures, electricity, water, 

sanitation and refuse removal among others but also aimed towards the national government for the 

perceived total neglect of the locations. 

 

In sum, the absence of a fully trusted local authority and of formal and peaceful conflict resolution 

mechanisms is a serious obstacle to social cohesion. Makause residents and their community leaders 

currently rely mainly on violence to resolve conflicts and this is a major challenge to social cohesion as it 

undermines the rule of law and due process. Indeed, social cohesion does not necessarily mean a total 

absence of conflicts between individuals and groups; social tensions and conflicts are inevitable in human 

societies. Rather, “a socially cohesive community is one which is able to deal with and resolve its conflicts in 

ways that do not result in violence, chronic tensions, or extreme marginalisation of certain sub-groups.”46 

There is a need to shift community mind sets from violence, as a trusted way of resolving conflict, to more 

peaceful conflict resolution mechanisms. For this to happen, issues leading to distrust of the police, the 

justice system and other relevant local authority institutions will need to be addressed.  

 

3.5 History of Group Conflicts and Violence 

 

Makause has a documented history of group conflict and violence usually as evidence mainly by frequent 

violent service delivery protests, regular attacks on foreign nationals and taxi violence. Violent service 

delivery protests are regularly organised around poor service delivery. Protests are organised and mediated 

between residents and their leaders as well as police who are invited to keep the peace during protests. 

Community leaders and political parties particularly the EFF, are responsible for organising community 

protests. They call meetings to discuss any issues troubling the community. A foreign shop owner linked the 
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rise in protests to the presence of EFF in the area. He stated: “…ANC, but also Malema party is there. They 

always have meetings and protests. They are gaining supporters these days. They mobilize people a lot and 

are in constant protests against the government and the ANC.”47 

 

Engagements with the local municipality do not usually yield expected outcomes and so in most cases end 

in violent protests. There are chances that protests may continue in the future since the municipality has 

not addressed the concerns of the angry community members. A community leader who was part of the 

team that delivered a memorandum to the municipality said, hinting at a possibility of a pending strike 

depending on the nature of the municipality’s response or lack of it:  

 
So the way forward for us is that we just sent a memorandum now, yes we sent it on the 8th of 
March (2016) we could not see any other way we could win this as residents of Makause. If they do 
not respond then we will have to see what we can do. We were expecting them on the 5th today, to 
come and respond to the memorandum.48 

 

Taxi violence is also often experienced in the area when taxi owners fight over routes. The community 

leaders who also transport children to school for a living attested to the fact that transportation is good 

business but still attracts a lot of violence from competitors. One of the leaders pointed out that “taxi 

business is thriving but you will spend the money while running”49. Taxi violence however is also aimed at 

ordinary community members. In a focus group discussion, a local resident explained: 

 
In 2014, there was violence between the community members and the taxi members. They were 
operating at a loss according to them because people were no longer using taxis to go to work. 
People were walking using a certain shortcut to Germiston and some nearby towns. The taxi 
operators realised that their industry was dying so one day they decided to block all short-cuts. 
They hired other members of their industry and blocked all exit points. As usual, we woke up and 
used our routes to work. As we approached our usual exit points, there were groups of taxi 
operators who were chasing people back to the community. They were not attacking anyone unless 
you resisted. Their aim was that we return back to the community and use taxis to work instead of 
walking because their business was dying. It happened for the whole week and people were using 
taxis for that whole week. When they thought people had relaxed, they stopped manning our exit 
points and we started walking to work again.50 

 

Regular violent attacks on foreign nationals are another type of group conflict. These usually include looting 

from foreign shop owners, looting from foreign neighbours whenever they escape violence from the 

community and the beating up and killing of foreign nationals whenever xenophobic attacks occur. The 

history of conflict in Makause seems to have resulted in increased distrust between foreign nationals and 
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locals and also between foreign business owners and local institutions. More details on the attacks of 

foreign nationals are discussed in this report under profile of recent anti-outsider violence below. 

 

3.6 Violence against Foreign Nationals 
 

3.6.1 Profile of violence  

 

Violence against foreign nationals resulting in deaths, injuries, destruction of property as well as looting of 

foreign owned shops dates back to 2008 if not before. The area experienced violence again in 2015 and 

2016. This section traces the events of 2008 and 2015 through the recollections of both locals and foreign 

nationals. The 2016 unrest did not result in a major disturbance. It was quelled by the local leadership. 

 

According to respondents, the 2008 violence resulted in deaths among both local and foreign residents as 

one respondent remembered: “In 2008 I was also afraid because someone said to me if you do not get 

along with someone here they will hire someone who is part of the xenophobia violence to attack you. So 

we were scared. I do not really want to ever see what I saw here in 2008, people were being cut into 

pieces.51 At the time of the 2008 attacks, foreigners were identified by their language and tone and in some 

cases by physical appearance. One community leader stated: “…They can see that you are not a South 

African, they hear the tone of a South African and those from outside, like Mozambique people they speak 

Tsonga but it is different from South African Tsonga from Limpopo, so we feel we can recognize them by 

the tone.”52 

 

Some local residents appeared traumatised by the violence of 2008, as they shed more light on how it 

unfolded. One respondent said: 

 
The kind of tensions that I have witnessed for the 16 years that I have lived here are the 
xenophobic attacks of 2008 and 2015. I do not want to recall the memories of the 2008 attacks. The 
events get me too emotional. I saw people shedding blood, attacking other people as if they do not 
deserve to live. It was hectic. It was pure hatred. You had to put on some certain kind of clothes to 
be identified as a local. I do not want to talk about it. The 2015 attacks were better. The situation 
was kept under control by our leaders including the police. There were threats. Foreign nationals 
ran to the police station for cover. There were no incidences of direct/physical attacks.53 

 

Violence and threats of violence happened again in April 2015. Residents reported that rumours were 

circulating allegedly coming from Alexander Township that foreigners would be attacked again. The police 

and residents reported that this time no people were killed and no one was physically attacked in Makause. 
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As soon as the rumours got to foreign nationals they started fleeing their shacks. Commotion started when 

the rumours of impending violence were accompanied by singing and chanting by local residents, and this 

caused foreign people to start fleeing. Most sought refuge at the police station, some sought refuge with 

their friends and relatives in nearby townships and informal settlements. In the initial days the police would 

advise people to go back into the community as they had the situation under control. However, people 

were afraid to go back into the community because of the memories they still had over the 2008 attacks. 

After the two days, the police eventually established a camp for the foreign nationals and some recall that 

this camp lasted for a total of ten days. On a daily basis some foreign nationals would leave the police each 

morning and sneak into their shacks for a change of clothes and go to report for duty at their various work 

places. 

 

For foreign nationals however, it was not just rumours. Xenophobic violence occurred and was intense as 

their shacks and businesses were attacked and looted. Indeed, although it was highly publicised that no 

people were killed in Makause in 2015, foreign shop owners for example say that their shop[s] were 

attacked and looted. One of them stated: “You know the 2015 xenophobia, around 30 foreign owned shops 

for Somalis and Ethiopians and many shops were looted including even my own shop. I had two shops and 

both of them were looted, the doors were broken.”54 Earlier attacks in 2008 targeted all people of foreign 

descent without discrimination. In 2015 the violence focused on foreign shops.  

 

According to foreign shop owners of Ethiopian, Somali and Pakistani descent however, they experience 

xenophobic attacks and property lootings far more times than those which attract media attention. One 

foreign shop owner said he has experienced at least four xenophobia incidents: “…last time it was to 

Johannesburg and the second last time we evacuated to Pretoria. I even experienced four xenophobic 

incidents and not only two.55 Another foreign shop owner lamented his own experience of recent attacks: 

“It started at night time around 8-8:30, they robbed one shop. All people come, small children, old people, 

all coming. You know, when they do this, even the police do not do anything, and they finish this shop and 

follow to the next shop. They start singing songs”.56  

 

There is also a prevalent tendency within the local community to psychologically remove themselves from 

taking responsibility for the fatal attacks that have occurred in Makause. A focus group discussion revealed 

the following: 

 
This 2008 xenophobia started… in fact we did not have it here in Makause, and it came from 
outside of here. It was only when people heard from national and on television that we also did it 
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here. That is how the 2008 happened. If I killed someone here I did not even know why I was killing 
that person except that we heard that we were supposed to chase away outsiders.57 

 

The narratives of the group discussion vacillated between taking responsibility as expressed in ‘we did this’ 

and also distancing themselves: “We did not target criminals, we targeted everyone who was an outsider. 

Especially people who come from the North. But people from Botswana or Lesotho, we did not make them 

suffer, it was these ones, and even then we did not know why we were doing it.”58 When prompted, focus 

group members could not explain the reason they do not consider residents from Botswana and Lesotho as 

outsiders. They were however quick to embody the narrative of loving all Africans which is a result of the 

teachings they have received from reintegration meetings: “We were helped by other Africans; we now 

have democracy because of them. Maybe the xenophobia should be about beating up whites, because the 

black people do not even have any money”.59 This statement seems to reveal that there is no imagined 

state without violence whatsoever; the threat of violence in the minds of the residents seems to shift from 

one group to another group. If not fellow Africans then maybe whites should be beaten up. This could be 

because as long as their socio-economic issues have not been resolved, they are owed, and some 

appeasement is required.  

 

Xenophobic violence can be profiled as a gendered crime because the fights and attacks are largely 

targeted against foreign men by local men. Xenophobic conversations that lead to attacks take on 

nationalism narratives60 of trying to keep ethnicities untainted by mixed marriages. Common statements to 

the effect of ‘they steal our women’ or ‘our women are loose and they go after foreign men’ are said often. 

Aside from the nationalist tone rife in xenophobic conversations, xenophobic violence can also be 

considered to be a gendered crime because although local women may be found getting spoils from the 

aftermath of looting, they largely do not participate in the killing of foreigners. A male focus group 

member, when asked if women participate in attacks and killing retorted that “only wayward women 

participate.”61  

 

3.6.2 Logics of Violence  

 

The political economy of violence seems to serve a number of purposes and to profit various members of 

the community. Violence aimed at foreign nationals is meant to forcefully remove them from the 

community and in the process get rid of the social ills they are blamed for as well as to get rid of the 

unwanted competition for resources and opportunities. Those who organise the violence benefit from 
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looting, including the community at large, as foreign goods are a free for all during attacks. Violence against 

foreign nationals is also seen as a symbolic message to scare away any potential migrants with intention to 

move into the community.  

 

Locals expressly articulate that the violence is meant to motivate foreigners to leave. Local residents 

believe and expect that problems like lack of housing, lack of basic services, high unemployment and crimes 

like theft, rape and murder will be solved or at least ease off as soon as foreign nationals are forced to 

leave. One South African respondent explained the logic behind the violence: 

 
They just wanted these people out of this community so as to monopolise opportunities and I am 
sure some wanted to take their shacks. They said the foreign nationals are responsible for all the 
problems... However, when these people left the community for close to a month, there were no 
changes in this community. Crime was still here and service delivery was still very poor.62 

 

Another respondent shared similar sentiments: “so you as a South African when you chase them, you don’t 

just chase them, you do so with the intention of taking over their shops.”63  

 

In addition to removing foreigners from the area, residents also reported that violence is used to attract 

government attention to their service delivery challenges. Locals are of the perception that government is 

more sympathetic to the plight of outsiders and reacts more swiftly when foreigners are in distress as 

opposed to locals. A focus group discussion revealed: 

 
By attacking foreign nationals, people will know that the government will respond very fast due to 
its relations with other countries. They know this will strain the relations between the government 
and other countries. Zuma cannot go to Mozambique and talk about being united as Africans when 
the locals are busy killing Mozambicans. This is basically something done just for public attention. 
The government doesn’t want its reputation to be tainted.64 

 

Therefore, in addition to removing foreigners, the social ills with which they are associated and the direct 

rewards associated with looting foreign shops, locals feel that whenever the media spotlight is on the 

violent attacks on foreigners, the government pays attention. That way they hope that government will be 

forced to deal with their grievances such as lack of housing and other basic services. 

 

3.6.3 Organisation and mobilisation for violence 
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According to respondents, the 2008 violence was started by a local ‘Zulu group’ which forced other local 

residents to join. Any resistance was counted as support for foreign nationals and therefore considered 

treacherous, and offenders would be physically attacked. According to respondents, it is the young, 

unemployed, local men some of whom are on Nyaope, who were the drivers of recent attacks. They usually 

lead the attacks by taking the first steps of breaking into shops and then the masses follow suit. 

Respondents indicated that it is generally considered dangerous to mention or identify ring leaders. 

 

The Zulu group which was identified as responsible for initiating violence in 2008 was also mentioned to 

have been active in the 2015. Residents reported that the group resides in a section of the community 

named amaZulu and is well known for agitating for violence. Recalling the 2008 attacks, one of the 

community leaders stated: 

 
It started by sort of group… the Zulu people, there is a place called amaZulu where only Zulu people 
stay…and then the other groups like Pedis, Tsongas and Vendas also and then everyone had to join 
them because if you don’t join them they will think you are also an outsider so you have to join 
them by force because you are avoiding the community to take your life.65 

 

Commenting on the recent attacks another community leader could not specifically link the xenophobic 

attacks to a single group, he said: “People say they were singing Zulu songs and we just assumed that they 

were Zulus, this was not however verified because Zulu is a common language here and is spoken by many 

people even those who are not Zulus. We struggled to understand who organised these people and how 

they started.”66 

 

Another community leader concurred with other residents that although people of mixed local ethnicities 

participate in the violence, the instigators are perceived to belong to one particular ethnicity. He narrated a 

specific incident which happened in 2016: 

 

We now have outsiders who own shops, these Somalians, eh, so as we were coming from a march 
and as we were approaching the open grounds and waiting for others to catch up so we could go 
home. We were walking in different groups and a group of Zulus tried to attack the Indians there at 
the grounds…If they are two for instance there can’t be any trouble, when they are in a group of 
about 5, 6 or so there is trouble. So they started kicking the door of the shop and we asked them to 
stop, that is when they dispersed.67  

 

A number of respondents including both foreign nationals, locals and community leaders also felt that 

following Chief Goodwill Zwelithini’s perceived negative utterances about foreigners, some residents may 
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have been inspired to organise violence in 2015: “People were listening to the radio and remember 

xenophobia started in KZN when Chief Zwelithini was misinterpreted calling other people whatever, we 

don’t know but people started doing that, so it started the same day when a group of people came and 

started calling others names…”68 

 

Young unemployed South African males are also considered to be at the forefront of leading the violent 

attacks and looting. All residents including the police share the perception and have also witnessed Nyaope 

users leading attacks against foreigners. One foreign shop owner stated: “It started at Rasta (another close 

township) and then it came to Amakause. The Nyaope people started the violence. There are too many 

Nyaope in the township. If the Nyaope start it, all the people will join.”69 

 

Although local communities may be considered averse to foreign nationals, foreign nationals believe that 

most locals do not necessarily want them dead. Their perception is that the actual killings take place 

wherever there are criminals and drug abusers commonly known as the Nyaupes’ who escalate the attacks 

to murder without conscience or remorse. One foreign shop owner explained that attacks escalate to death 

because of the absence of quick and unambiguous condemnation from certain sections of the community: 

 
I believe that these incidents will not take place without these people [criminals and or Nyaupe 
users]. But it still depends on the people in the area and the police and the government. If the 
organisers are over powered by the people who want to calm down the situation, they will stop it 
and be unable to do something. If the good people did not do something, then these people will 
win.70 

 

Although the community seems to know the culprits, respondents indicated that it is generally considered 

dangerous to mention or identify ring leaders. A respondent stated about perpetrators: 

 
I am afraid that they will kill me. So we are afraid of being killed. The way it works is that if I report 
to the police, they will come here to me and ask me to accompany them to identify the person. This 
is difficult for me. They will catch the person but the person will come back. When he comes out he 
comes straight for you, or he sends those outside and says go and finish off that person. So this is 
why we do not report them…71 

 
If the police could provide protection for whistle blowers, there would be more arrests of perpetrators and 

this would help reduce the possibility of current and future threats. More arrests of criminals and 

murderers might also help in restoring public trust for law enforcement and residents might report crime 

more often and not resort to mob justice. Some challenges and solutions seem to have a knock-on effect; 

fixing one thing may help fix a number of other things and the reverse is also true. So putting measures in 
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place to arrest criminals and perpetrators of xenophobic violence may ultimately help in building social 

cohesion in the area.  

 

3.6.4 Underlying causes and triggers for violence 

 

The underlying causes of violence against foreign nationals in Makause include i) negative attitudes and 

strong resentments towards foreign nationals due to the social ills they are associated with (see discussion 

under perception); ii) local politics that fuel or exploit resentment towards foreign nationals for political 

gains; iii) socio-economic hardships evidenced by high levels of unemployment, poverty and poor service 

delivery in the informal settlement, and iv) the normalisation of violence as a mechanism to resolve conflict 

and restore order. 

 

Respondents indicated local politics is one of the main underlying causes of violence. Local politicians use 

foreign nationals as scapegoats for their failure to deliver services and exploit locals’ resentment to gain 

political popularity. One foreign respondent stated: “Sometimes I think the local politicians sometimes 

encourage the local people to do the looting and direct the anger of the local residents against us. We are 

scapegoats for the politicians who fail to help the people and provide what people need.”72 The same 

respondent was also of the view that the arrival of EFF in the area and their agitation for regime change has 

increased the number of protests in the area, most of which end up with foreign shop owners falling victim 

to crime:  

 
[…] Malema party is there. They always have meetings and protests. They are gaining supporters 
these days. They mobilize people a lot and are in constant protests against the government and the 
ANC every time, they are not good people. They always talk about foreigners and their businesses 
in the township. I do not know why they mobilize the people by referring to us always. We are here 
doing a good job for the local people but still they want us to go out.73 

 

For other respondents, economic hardships are the main reason behind violent attacks on foreign nationals 

and their businesses. A local community leader for example pointed to hunger as the main cause of looting 

and violence. He said after the foreigners went into hiding in 2015, locals looted foreign belongings as big 

as fridges. He however said that “…they did not use these things; they sold them to show they were just 

hungry. No one was killed or beaten.”74 In a way the leader tries to justify or reason out violence as a sort 

of cannibalism, whereby hungry and jobless people turn on each other to survive. However this reasoning 

does not explain why the residents only turn on foreign nationals, and chooses to ignore the hatred locals 
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have for outsiders. In a similar vein, the local police reduced the attacks to mere opportunism as one SAPS 

member stated:  

 
I think because of this unemployment rate, they took it as an opportunity wherein they can benefit 
from these foreigners. Usually, remember the foreigners were owning these big shops in the 
informal settlements and then they took it, used it, sell the stock and make money for themselves. I 
think it was just an opportunity.75 

 

The culture of violence is another underlying cause for violence against foreign nationals in Makause. 

Indeed, according to respondents, both local and foreign, Makause is a remarkably violent place. Violence 

and killings are a daily occurrence and increasingly seen as a normal way of dealing with conflict in the 

location. Residents reported that there is a body count every weekend due to excessive drinking, drug 

abuse and crime. Many respondents attested to this normalisation or prevalence of violence in the area. 

One community worker stated for example that at night the informal settlement takes on a predatory 

nature. Similarly, another respondent from a focus group also alluded to the fact that the informal 

settlement is a violent place: “An informal settlement is a place of corruption. It is also like a jungle and it is 

survival of the fittest. …The thieves kill people for their possessions, they can kill you for a phone, but they 

can also kill you for not carrying anything valuable.”76 The fact that violence (including mob justice as 

indicated earlier) is a generally accepted means of resolving conflict perhaps explains why locals 

occasionally use it (violence) to deal with conflicts between them and foreign nationals.  

 

According to respondents, recent incidents of violence against foreign nationals were triggered by public 

protests over socio-economic hardships and/or poor service delivery. Protests usually end with the looting 

of foreign owned businesses as one foreign shopkeeper stated:  

 
They usually protest against the government, the place is like a dirty place and the roads are poor 
and also there is not good infrastructure such as schools. They always protest against the 
government here. They first start protests against the government but it ended up harming us. 
There are not government offices to vandalise in the township, so they direct their anger against 
foreign nationals who run tuck-shops in the township.77 

 

Other respondents believe that it is the media that triggers xenophobic violence in Makause. Local 

residents see attacks in other places and decide to follow suit. Access to social media by residents is now a 

phenomenon which also causes news to travel fast between friends and relatives in different locations. So 

in some cases residents hear and react to what is going on in other places before the media even gets to 

them. Although other areas in South Africa also hear the same news without getting violent, it may be 
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reasonable to deduce that the culture of violence prevalent in the community makes the community more 

prone to respond with violence.  

 

3.6.5 Responses to threats and violence 

 

Threats and violence normally break suddenly in one spot of the township and spread to the rest of the 

informal settlement. The police are usually aware of such threats and imminent violence but do not take 

measures to protect shops and their owners. Shop owners take their own precautionary measures 

including calling their countrymen to evacuate the stock from the shops and informing the police. After the 

violence, the police, the municipality, NGOs, and community leaders usually hold meetings with residents 

to appeal for tolerance and preach the need to preserve the South Africa’s image at home and abroad.  

 

A notable difference between the leadership response to threats and violence between 2008 and 2015 is 

that in 2015 as alluded to by those in leadership across all sectors and also by most residents, the 

leadership stood in unity and unequivocally condemned the violence. Sentiments from some church 

leaders, also echoed by the police and the community leaders, are that the 2008 attacks caught them by 

surprise and spread quickly. The attacks in 2008 lasted over a period of a month and a lot of people had 

died before the situation was brought under control as opposed to 2015 when the threats and violence 

lasted just over a week and allegedly no one was killed. A foreign resident stated: 

 
The police tried their best to protect us. They increased their patrols in the community and I heard 
there were government officials who visited the community talking to people. The churches and 
the community leaders were out there talking to people and encouraging people not to hate each 
other. The government had offered to give free transport to those who wanted to go back home. 
Some went back home but the majority of us returned to our shacks. Some politicians like Julius 
Malema condemned these attacks.78 

 

The local police put up tents in 2015 to protect people from attacks. NGOs and individual residents 

provided the displaced with food. Most people in various positions of leadership supported by residents 

responded by condemning violence publicly. However, there was no accountability as no one had been 

arrested. A responsive leadership which is trusted by the community may be the reason most residents 

were fully behind non-violence efforts. To be effective, social cohesion interventions in the area may need 

to work with those leadership structures and take advantage of the opportunities they offer. 

 

3.6.6 Return, reintegration and current concerns 
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Most displaced foreign nationals usually come back after the situation has calmed down to reopen their 

businesses. After violence, political parties, local government, NGOs, churches, community leaders and 

residents all work together to bring foreign nationals back into the community. Respondents indicated that 

local and national government, political parties like the DA, ANC and EFF, civil society and churches initiated 

dialogue between the locals and foreign nationals after the threats of violence and attacks in April 2015. 

Residents recall attending dialogue meetings, prayers meetings and hand holding sessions which 

culminated in the foreign nationals being integrated back into the community after about two weeks into 

the unrest. Local residents were tasked with helping their counterparts move back into the community, 

also by assisting them to carry their belongings and most complied. Most residents complied but some 

residents recall some resistance: 

 
When we were going to fetch the foreigners, the Zulus did not want this to happen. They said they 
cannot get jobs because of outsiders. So people may say that but the outsiders are educated and 
they know how to run businesses. I come from Eastern Cape and when I get here I do not want to 
sell tomatoes as they do. Before they arrived no one was selling tomatoes here, we were 
struggling, no one was selling onions. South Africans do not know how to work for themselves.79.  

 

Some focus group respondents reported they tried all they could to help the targeted foreign nationals 

during the violence: 

 
If I knew someone I would protect them, I would hide their belongings and tell them they will find 
them on their way back. This is how we are here. When the latest one came, we saved each other, 
we stopped each other. Yes, we hid some in toilets, even our leaders were coming, I rescued my 
neighbours. In the end they just looted the Somalis and Pakistanis; that was just criminal activity 
now.80 
 

Foreign respondents acknowledged the role of the local community in their reintegration back into the 

community. One foreign shop owned said about his neighbours: 

 
We communicated with the local community here. They organized themselves and contacted us 
and told us to come back. Even in the last time, the community in my neighbourhood showed us 
that they loved us and protested and walked on the road refusing the xenophobia. They were 
disappointed the way we were treated.81 

 

Foreign nationals, particularly those affected by past violence incidents, indicated that their current 

concerns include safety and lack of predictability of possible future attacks. As a result the future looks 

bleak for the majority of foreign nationals living in the informal settlement. Peaceful cohabitation is unlikely 

as long as locals keep blaming foreigners for all the prevailing socio-economic problems. Indeed, one major 

concern for foreign shop owners is that the violence is sporadic and unpredictable. As a result they no 
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longer fully stock their shops as a security and economic measure against attacks and theft. They currently 

move their stock about a lot because of fear of attacks. A shop owner explained: “since then we are scared 

now. We do not stock the shop to its full capacity. We put small stock because we are still worried that it 

can happen again”82. 

 

It was also a sentiment shared by most foreign nationals that if given a chance they would like to leave 

South Africa. One respondent said: “It is quite scary, when we leave the police to come back here I feel that 

I should just leave and go to my country the only problem is I won’t be having money. And just going home 

without preparation and leaving your belongings behind your blankets and just going on your own it not 

easy.”83 As a result of these concerns one Ethiopian shop owner said he has applied with one of the UN 

departments for displaced people to be moved from South Africa as soon as possible, “I have now 

registered with the UN-Resettlement process- I have submitted everything but they did not call me yet”. 

 

Although return and reintegration efforts after recent threats and attacks seem more coordinated and 

supported by residents, foreign shop owners say their economic losses are never accounted for. They often 

have to start afresh by borrowing from friends and relatives after each attack. Some get injured and some 

die in the isolated attacks which still take place. The presence of perpetrators in the community who do not 

get arrested are their uttermost concerns and challenges for social cohesion.  

 

3.7 Perspectives on Future Interactions 

 

Respondents shared mixed perspectives on future interactions between locals and foreign nationals with 

most locals saying they look forward to improved relations, and all the outsiders saying they fear for their 

lives and are apprehensive based on the history of group conflicts and violence. Indeed, all foreign 

respondents are of the view that they are not safe from locals, they may be attacked again and that they 

are unwanted in the community and an easy target for violence. They feel that they are used as scapegoats 

for whatever challenges that the community faces, and that as long as any or all of these challenges remain 

unresolved their lives will always be in danger. One foreign national who is adamant about the lack of 

change in the negative feelings locals have towards foreign nationals gave this example to prove her point: 

 
They said like…my landlord’s wife, her family will be separated and you your child will be cut into 
two pieces if you are married to a Zimbabwean. That is when I realised that these people do not 
want us for real, when they said one piece will remain with you and the other will remain with the 
South African spouse.84 
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In a few cases where positive sentiment was expressed about the possibility of good relations and 

interactions going forward, this sentiment seemed to come only from South Africans. One foreign national 

however had this to say, “Not all locals like us and not all locals hate us. We have good relationships with 

some of them and others do not value us”85. The fact that some South Africans are kind to them however 

did not translate to feelings of safety or trust. One respondent said: “It is just that now things are have 

quietened down that is why we are speaking to each other. But as soon as it flares up they act like they do 

not know us, they turn on us. You are afraid to even leave the yard where you stay.”86 

 

Therefore not many of the residents expressed confidence in the end of violence anytime soon, even 

though most expressed a desire to see an end to the attacks on foreign nationals. The foreign nationals also 

pointed out that they are tired of living their lives on the run.  
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IV. CONCLUSIONS: SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS 

 

Makause is a socially, economically and politically complex space due primarily to the fact that all its 

residents are considered illegal dwellers living on a disused and privately owned mine shaft which was 

never demarcated as a human resettlement area. Most of the socio-economic challenges which plague the 

area are connected to the precarious nature of the informal settlement. Socio-economic challenges include 

poor service delivery (e.g. lack of adequate housing and lack of access to electricity, water and sanitation, 

proper roads, refuse collection, schools and clinics among other amenities); high rates of unemployment, 

poverty, crime and disease; as well as a history of group conflicts and violence. In addition to socio-

economic challenges, the informal settlement also has serious social cohesion fault lines evidenced by 

limited and suspicious social interactions between locals and outsiders; locals’ negative perceptions and 

attitudes towards outsiders and repeated incidents of anti-outsider violent exclusion. This conclusion 

summarises the main social cohesion challenges and opportunities in Makause as follows: 

 

1. Limited social and institutional interactions: Despite various avenues and opportunities for social 

engagement, this study reveals low levels of foreigners’ integration into the local community 

particularly because their social interactions with local residents are limited and/or riddled with mutual 

suspicions and distrust. Similarly, in addition to their limited social relations with local residents, foreign 

nationals in Makause have problematic interactions with local institutions of authority, leadership, and 

service. These interactions appear to be characterised by structural discrimination that needs to be 

addressed if sustainable social cohesion is to be achieved in the informal settlement; 

 

2. Negative perceptions and attitudes towards outsiders: Makause’s local residents generally hold 

negative attitudes towards foreigners who are perceived to be behind most socio-economic ills the 

community faces. Some residents are not negative about foreigners but the majority of the locals 

strongly resent their presence. Foreigners are perceived as more qualified and therefore more 

competitive in business and  the job market. So according to locals, they steal jobs (and cause 

unemployment), kill local businesses (due to increasing competition), steal women, and strain services. 

They are accused of undermining the local job market by providing cheap labour. They are also 

perceived as drivers of crime and drug lords. Whether informed by myth or reality, these negative 

perceptions are not only a symptom of strained social relations but also an obstacle to building social 

cohesion because they are often mobilised for anti-outsider violent exclusion; 

 

3. Lack of trusted local authority and peaceful conflict resolution mechanisms: While Makause residents 

generally trust the newly elected community leadership; they expressed lack of trust in other 

institutions of local authority including the police, the municipality, the ward councillor and CPF. The 
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lack of a fully trusted local authority and of formal and peaceful conflict resolution mechanisms is a 

serious obstacle to social cohesion. Makause residents and their community leaders currently rely 

heavily on violence (mob justice, violent protests, etc.) to resolve conflicts. This is a major challenge to 

social cohesion as it undermines the rule of law and due process, and leads to anti-outsider violent 

exclusion;  

 

4. Xenophobic violence: Makause has experienced multiple incidents of violence against foreign nationals. 

The underlying causes of such violence include i) negative attitudes and strong resentments towards 

foreign nationals due to the social ills they are associated with; ii) local politics that fuel or exploit 

resentment towards foreign nationals for political gains; iii) socio-economic hardships evidenced by 

high levels of unemployment, poverty and poor service delivery in the informal settlement, and iv) the 

normalisation of violence as a mechanism to resolve conflicts and restore order. Respondents identify 

violent public protests over socio-economic hardships and the media as triggers of the most recent 

episodes of the violence. Unlike in 2008 when violence claimed multiples lives, a swift response by 

community leaders together with the local authority and other stakeholders prevented deaths and 

ensured no one was killed during the 2015 violence and attempted violence in 2016. Responsive 

community leadership which the community trusts may be why residents were broadly behind non-

violence efforts. To be effective, social cohesion interventions in the area may need to work with those 

leadership structures and take advantage of the opportunities they offer. Eradicating impunity and 

holding instigators and perpetrators of the violence accountable may act as a deterrent; 

 

5. Uncertain future relations and cohabitation: Both locals and foreign nationals are uncertain about what 

the future holds in terms of their social interactions and peaceful cohabitation. Based on past 

experience, outsiders do not feel confident about a future without violence. Outsiders also feel that as 

long as the locals’ demands for housing, jobs, basic service delivery are not met, the foreign nationals 

will remain a scapegoat for locals’ anger. In addition, the perceived impunity enjoyed by the 

perpetrators of xenophobic violence means that they remain in the community and their presence 

increases the uncertainty and fear among foreign nationals that they may strike again.  

 

To be effective, interventions and efforts to build sustainable social cohesion must consider and tackle 

these challenges and take advantage of available opportunities.  
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