
Xenophobia 
� 

Outsider Exclusion

Addressing Frail Social Cohesion in 
South Africa's Diverse Communi�es

Mamelodi Case Study
October 2017



             

 
 

Mamelodi Social Cohesion Profile | 2 
 

I. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Overview 

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

centre for Migration & Society (ACMS) in Mamelodi East, in the City of Tshwane 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 

bringing 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 a limited number of relevant key informants conducted between 18 and 24 April 2016 

between 7 and 20 April 2017. A team of four ACMS researchers spent seven days in the area and conducted 

a total of 34 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 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 facts,1 our approach documents and where possible distinguishes between the two. 

1.2 Primary findings and conclusions 

The research identifies the following main social cohesion challenges in Mamelodi: 

1. Socio-economic challenges and hardships: Most Mamelodi residents face significant socio-

economic challenges ranging from unemployment, poverty, poor service delivery, violence, and 

crime. Such hardships are a serious obstacle to social cohesion as they heighten tensions and often 

exacerbate negative perceptions and attitudes towards outsiders;  

2. Outsiders’ limited social and institutional interactions: There is evidence of limited interactions 

between i) outsiders (foreigners) and insiders (locals) and ii) outsiders and local public institutions 

due mainly to mutual mistrust and cultural barriers; 

                                                           
1 See for example Misago, J. P. (2011). “Disorder in a Changing Society: Authority and the Micro-Politics of Violence” in Landau, L. B. 
(ed.) Exorcising the Demon Within: Xenophobia, Violence, and Statecraft in Contemporary South Africa. Wits University Press 
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3. Negative perceptions and attitudes against outsiders: Locals generally perceive foreign nationals as 

a threat to their lives and livelihoods. Locals accuse foreign nationals of stealing jobs and business 

opportunities; stealing local women through transactional relationships and marriages of 

convenience; contributing to crime; being a heavy overburden to local public services; not paying 

tax and being responsible for resource outflows which undermines the local economy and 

negatively affects the country/local resource base;  

4. Lack of trust in authorities and lack of non-violent conflict resolution mechanisms: Widespread 

community distrust in structures of authority in Mamelodi is evident in varying degrees in both 

locals and outsiders’ view of these structures. Such distrust often leads to vigilantism, violent 

service delivery protests and attacks on outsiders. Many residents believe that the government 

only pays attention to their grievances when they loot, burn property, and in some cases kill 

immigrants; 

5. Xenophobic violence: In 2008, 2014, and 2015 Mamelodi residents perpetrated anti-foreigner 

violence resulting in injuries, deaths, property destruction, and displacement. The locals’ belief that 

foreign nationals have no right to be in South Africa is often a justification for either attacking 

them, participating in looting their goods or turning a blind eye to their suffering;  

6. Local politics as trigger of violence against foreigners: In Mamelodi, as in other settlements, local 

politics triggers violence against outsiders when local political players and other influential groups 

such as local business owners promote and instigate such violence to claim or consolidate their 

power; to attract relevant authorities’ attention to local socio-economic grievances or get rid of 

business competition; 

7. Uncertain future interactions: Both local and foreign nationals were uncertain about the possibility 

of building a non-violent future. As long as discrimination and violent exclusion continue to make 

political and economic sense, foreign nationals will continue to be in danger and live in fear. 

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 and concluding section summarises these core findings and implications. 
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II. BACKGROUND  

Established by Apartheid government planning in 1953 as an urban housing scheme, designed exclusively 

for occupation by black African residents (i.e., intended to provide a cheap labour pool for industries in 

Pretoria and the wider Gauteng region), Mamelodi is now one of the largest townships in the Tshwane 

Metropolitan Municipality. The township is made of formal (free standing detached and semi-detached 

housing) and informal (shacks and backyard shacks) settlements. Its population was estimated at 330 000 in 

2011. The township continues to grow in size and development and remains a very significant development 

node for the Tshwane Metropolitan Council.  

Image 1: Map of Mamelodi and Surrounding Areas 

 

 

The research site falls within Wards 15 and 18 in Mamelodi East.  Cumulatively, these wards have a total 

population of 44,089 individuals living in 11,506 households and have a size of 5.3 kilometres.2 The 

following table describes the cumulative socio-demographic and socio-economic characteristics of wards 15 

and 18, based on information from the 2011 South Africa Census and the Independent Electoral 

Commission (IEC). 

 

                                                           
2 2011 South African Census 

http://wazimap.co.za/profiles/ward-79900018-ward-18-79900018/
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Table 1: Socio-economic data of Wards 15, 18 Mamelodi, Tshwane Metropolitan Municipality  

Variables Characteristics  

Sociodemographic  

Total population 44 089       

Number of Households 11 506  

Age 38% of the population is aged between 10 -29 years;  
27% are under the age of 18.    

Gender 52% of the population is female;  
48% is male.  

Linguistic Diversity 40% of the population speaks Sepedi at home;  
15% mostly speaks IsiZulu at home; 
10% mostly speaks Sesotho; 
9% mostly speaks Xitsonga; and  
7% mostly speaks Ndebele.    

Ethnic Diversity 98% of the population is Black African. The rest is Coloured, Indian or Asian, 
White, or Other.    

Migration 96% of the population was born in SA;  
76% was born in Gauteng;  
2% was born outside SA.  

Socioeconomic    

Employment 36% of the population over the age of 15 is unemployed or not economically 
active.   

Income Levels 14% of households have an annual income of R0;  
10% have an income between R 10 000-20 000;  
15% of households have incomes between R20 000 - 40 000;  
18% of households have an annual income of R40 000 - 75 000.  

Poverty Rate 19% of households have an annual income of below R 9600.  

Education Levels Around 70% completed Grade 9 or higher  

Household (HH)Types 4% of households are shacks/informal dwellings; 
87% are classified as houses.  

Head of HH 39% of households are headed by women; 
61% are headed by men.  

Service Provision   
    Water 99% of the population receives water from a regional/local service provider.  

    Electricity 11% of households have electricity for some cooking, heating or lighting; 88% of 
households have electricity for all three;  
0.82% have no electricity.  

    Flush Toilet 99% of the population have access to a flush toilet either with a septic tank or 
connected to sewerage system.  

    Refuse Disposal 98% of the population has access to regular refuse removal by a local authority or 
private company.  

Political affiliation and 
voting behaviour 

 

Voter Turnout Of the 30 331 registered voters, 57% voted in the 2016 municipal elections.  

Voting Patterns  57% of the voting population voted for the ANC;  
20% voted for the EFF; 
12% voted for the DA.   
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III. FINDINGS 

3.1  Nature of Community, Social Interactions, and Collective Efficacy 

Mamelodi’s population is highly diverse and comprised of varied language groups from across all South 

African provinces and Zimbabwe, Malawi, Mozambique, Somalia, Pakistan, Ethiopia, and Nigeria. Although 

people come from different provinces, most of those considered ‘locals’ are from rural Limpopo and 

Mpumalanga. In one respondent’s words, “here in Mamelodi, people who live here are from like, other 

places, towns, like Limpopo, Venda, like that, and KZN, but most of them are from Limpopo and 

Mpumalanga.”3  

Respondents indicated that the languages most spoken are Pedi, Sotho, Tswana, Tsonga, and Ndebele. Zulu 

and Xhosa speakers are also present but do not represent significant language groups. The presence of 

different language groups has resulted in a lingua franca. As a respondent remarked: “It is street language. 

You know, it is that I’m Pedi, another person is this and we all trying to speak one language that we don’t 

know what it is exactly.”4 Respondents further indicated that non-South African residents spoke their own 

languages but generally used English to communicate with locals and other foreign groups.  

According to respondents, the township was originally established during the Apartheid era with different 

sections or sub-locations populated by people from different ethnic backgrounds. Consequently, the 

dominant language varied by location. According to respondents, the patterns created by the apartheid 

system persist to this day. One local resident stated:  

Here they have placed us in sections… in 15-zero you will find Pedis…Then after they placed us…you 

see up there after the tarred road they put Ndebeles according to sections. It is sort of the way it 

was during biblical times when you had Israelis and others. That is how these sections are divided.5  

Importantly linguistic divisions often mapped closely with religious diversity. Overall a range of Christian 

denominations dominate, followed by Islam although this is mainly practised by foreign shop owners of 

Somali and Pakistani decent. 

The main spaces in which residents interact include the family, the church, workplaces, shopping malls, 

stokvels, sport, street committees, and national communities for foreign nationals. Church features as the 

most common social space for most residents. As one respondent described: “I clean and cook, I don’t 

work… I go to the complex, sometimes I go to the mall…I go to church and most of my time I spend my time 

                                                           
3 Interview with local resident, Mamelodi, 22 April 2016 
4 Interview with female local resident, Mamelodi, 20 April 2016 
5 Interview with male local resident, Mamelodi, 20 April 2016 
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at church, I haven’t gone out like to the clubs in a long time… different people attend church.”6 The lack of 

social and public engagement may be conditioned by the community’s general impoverishment. In one 

local’s assessment:  

You see all those things you are talking about need money. I do not have money and I do not know 
where I am going to get it from. That is how I am trying to explain to you that is the life we live in 
the township. Even if I died and they say “bury that man in a box of tomatoes” its fine. At least they 
would have buried me because life right now is shit.7 

Others explained the lack of social and public events with reference to the prevalence of drugs and 

associated violence.. In one respondent’s words:  

Mostly the people that would come is the one on Nyaope. When you say you are doing a small 
traditional ceremony it will get messed up by Nyaope. Even if you did not invite them, they walk 
around looking to see where there are tents. Maybe it is hunger, you never know. Maybe they are 
also looking for opportunities to steal something.8 

However, other respondents pointed out that whenever there are gatherings where residents do support 

each other, one noted: “People do support whether it’s a wedding or funeral of a local resident.”9 Another 

highlighted the existence of soccer tournaments: “On Sundays like, at our place at Extension 5, we are 

doing like a tournament for something, we play football, we are challenging each other in sections.”10 

However, there were no indications that sport was actively being used to bridge gaps and create unity in 

the community. Another aspect of interactions between residents is through street committees when there 

is need to discuss and find solutions to local issues. A male resident who is an active member of such a 

group had this to say:  

 
Yah street committee, yah like where I live, we did this thing, it was there but then like closed, and 
now we saw, there were problems, problems like, in the street, then we spoke, we gathered to 
start ours as men, you see, because at my father’s home I’m the who is representing the family, so 
we did, so that we have ours as men, when there is for example a funeral, we help, it’s us, we give 
money to wherever there is a funeral, and then there is another one for women, like us men we 
run ours, then women run theirs alone.11 

Drinking spaces such as taverns also serve as a major space for social interaction; unfortunately, they were 

also identified as the source of fights and violence. 

Regarding collective efficacy (when working together to solve common problems), community members 

can mobilize and fight collectively for common challenges such as poor service delivery. Whenever there 

are problems in the community, community leaders call meetings to discuss possible solutions. As 
                                                           
6 Interview with young adult, local resident, Mamelodi, 19 April 2016 
7 Interview with unemployed male, Mamelodi, 20 May 2016 
8 Interview with female homemaker, Mamelodi, 22 April 2016 
9 Interview with local resident, Mamelodi, 20 April 2016 
10 Interview with local resident, Mamelodi, 22 April 2016 
11 Interview with street committee representative, Mamelodi, 22 April 2016 
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evidence, residents point to frequent collective service delivery protests and the fact that, in 2014, 

community members came together to speak out against xenophobia and related violence. 

3.2 Profile of outsiders 

3.2.1 Origins 

Residents from other South African provinces are considered insiders even if distrust exists between 

linguistic groups.  Mamelodi’s locals generally equate ‘outsiders’ with foreign nationals coming, mainly 

from Zimbabwe, Malawi, Mozambique, Somalia, Pakistan, Ethiopia and Nigeria. Yet they actively 

differentiate among these groups. Those owning shops – typically Somalis, Pakistanis and Ethiopians – are 

spoken about as the most foreign. Although there are subtle distinctions acknowledged by locals between 

and among outsiders with some from southern Africa referred to as ‘our brothers’ and Somali12 shop 

owners as ‘these people’, ultimately the sentiment is that all of them are outsiders (as discussed below). In 

some cases, cultural and religious differences (inherent in for example something as subtle as preparation 

and consumption of food) serve as markers of difference which separate insiders from outsiders. One 

respondent registered his experience of outsiders: 

But these people, I’m telling you the truth…they are not like Zimbabweans, Mozambicans or 
Malawians, they are not the same. Just like Nigerians, you will never find them sitting here with us. 
One of them…remember Asel? Asel was my best friend, he is also Paki. There is no way that you 
would give him something and he would eat that thing. Never! They eat their own food.13 

3.2.2 Outsiders’ social interactions and public participation 

Interactions between outsiders and insiders are limited and mostly transactional. Most respondents in 

Mamelodi seem to link their social activities with their daily activities or employment status. Most people 

who work are self-employed and therefore spend most of their spare time working and some who are 

unemployed said they see no distinction between social and business as they spend most of their time idle. 

There are indications that foreign nationals and locals mix in drinking places, as one respondent observed: 

“We have to live together. We need to teach them our way of life because they cannot come here with 

their way of life. Us local residents must guide them on what we do or don’t. We don’t know what happens 

when they go to the taverns. Problems start at the taverns and when people feel angry.”14 When probed 

about the apparent limited interaction between locals and outsiders other than in drinking places, the 

respondent explained: “The problem is that some people do not count the words when they speak at 

meetings that might get attended by foreigners. They just say whatever they want to say” indicating that 

tensions between the two groups result in limited voluntary interactions.    

                                                           
12 Somali, Pakistani, Ethiopian, Bangladeshi 
13 Interview with unemployed male local respondent, Mamelodi, 20 April 2016 
14 Interview with local resident, Mamelodi, 20 April 



 
Mamelodi Social Cohesion Profile | 9 

Interviews with Somali shop owners revealed that they donated money used to build the community 

centre. They also occasionally allow community leaders to borrow their vehicles to attend community 

meetings. Some foreign nationals are also married to local women. Local respondents tend to see these as 

transactional relationships designed only to secure legal documentation for foreign men (this is discussed 

further under perceptions about outsiders). Foreign nationals also indicated that they face exclusion and 

violence especially from the police and home affairs. As outsiders they do not anticipate to get help from 

these institutions in times of trouble. Some respondents reported severe harassment and neglect of their 

needs. Respondents could also not confidently articulate support from other institutions such as the 

informal leaders in the community and other government departments. Outsiders’ interactions with 

various institutions seem limited to unavoidable contact only. 

3.2.3 Outsiders’ main livelihood activities 

Outsiders’ livelihood activities are the major source of concern and consternation among locals. 

Respondents indicated that outsiders are mainly self-employed in work that ranges from running informal 

businesses such as spaza shops, street vending, shoe repairers, hair salons, electronic repairs, making gates, 

pot plants, brooms, pillows; and informal jobs such as operating car wash facilities, bricklaying, domestic 

workers, gardeners, mechanics and others. Foreign nationals of Somali and Ethiopian decent tend to enter 

the spaza marketplace while Zimbabweans, Malawians and Mozambicans work informally or in trades. 

Nigerians are associated with supplying electrical goods, jewellery and drugs.  

Local sentiment is that foreign nationals occupy space and businesses that should belong to South Africans. 

As a result of the high levels of unemployment in Mamelodi most local residents feel that foreign nationals 

steal job opportunities and government should regulate their movements and presence. Residents also 

maintain that foreign nationals are better educated, qualified, and willing to do anything sometimes for 

precious little pay. “I don’t know what the women do but the men do panel beating and fix cars or make 

steel washing dishes/baths. They usually work with their hands,”15 in one man’s words. Another 

commented that: “people from outside come with ideas and are educated and when they get here they 

want to be a qualified thing and have a permanent permit to stay in South Africa. So, I agree that it is them 

that are getting hired more than us.”16 Another observed: “People here don’t want to work, Zimbabweans 

work…Nigerians just bring pills as in the drugs, Ethiopians have the Spaza shops.”17  

Locals are also threatened by foreign business’ lower prices. In respondent’s words: “daily we go to their 

shops even the Nigerians shops. We go there because we know that the Nigerians are cheaper.”18 There 

are  contradicting perceptions from locals ranging from admiration to jealousy. In one man’s words: “The 

                                                           
15 Interview with local female homemaker; Mamelodi, 20 April 2016 
16 Interview with local resident, Mamelodi, 22 April 2016 
17 Interview with local resident, Mamelodi, 22 April 2016 
18 Interview with local resident, Mamelodi, 22 April 2016 
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businesses were already here; it is just that we are lazy. Right now, I wouldn’t carry a bunch of brooms on 

my head and walk all the way to Mamelodi East selling them in this heat. But their women do.”19 The issue 

of South Africans being lazy is a recurring theme in most if not all interviews. It is worth noting that this is 

usually mentioned by South Africans describing themselves.  

Interviews also reveal that anti-outsider hostility seems correlated with their perceived success. For 

instance, locals do not see southern Africans peddling petty products with the same hostility as relatively 

wealthy Somalia spaza shop owners. This distinction is reflected in one respondent’s comments: “…those 

from Southern Africa, Zimbabweans, Mozambicans or Malawians, those that have been in townships for 

years…we even call them “my friend”; they can sell things here and we buy from them. You saw one was 

here selling belts, we have no problem”20 and yet when discussing Somali shop owners his response was 

searing: 

Do you understand me? They killed that man’s business. He lives here, he has children. Life is better 
if shit hits the fan (ho nyiwe)…that’s why even today if they were to say there is robbery over there 
[referring to nearby foreign-owned spaza] we are going to look the other way. Let the robbery 
happen and when it is over then we turn our heads back.21 

Several respondents indicated that money made by foreign nationals is expatriated instead of being 

invested in and contributing to the local economy and the country’s resource base. 

Although some respondents recognised the need to co-exist with outsiders, some respondents reiterated 

that foreign nationals’ livelihood activities in the area severely undermine locals’ socio-economic 

opportunities and chances. These respondents believed local residents would have more and better socio-

economic opportunities if outsiders left the area.  

3.2.4 Community perceptions about outsiders 

Local residents generally view the presence of foreign outsiders (in this case foreign nationals) as a serious 

threat to their lives and livelihoods because they (locals) consider them (foreigners) responsible for the high 

rates of unemployment by stealing jobs through providing cheap labour. As indicated above, intimately 

connected to these sentiments are the perceptions that foreigners undermine the local businesses due to 

their cheap prices and resources outflow. The reasoning being that they send money to their home 

countries, they do not invest in local economy and some do not even use local banks.  

In addition, locals also accuse foreigners of being criminals and drug dealers and of being responsible for 

overpopulating local neighbourhoods the township. Some respondents viewed foreign nationals’ 

contribution to crime and overpopulation as a serious problem and invoked past laws in seeking to restrict 

                                                           
19 Interview with local female homemaker; Mamelodi, 20 April 2016 
20 Interview with unemployed male resident, Mamelodi, 20 April 2016 
21 Interview with unemployed male resident, Mamelodi, 20 April 2016 
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their inflows or expel them when necessary. One senior citizen recalled an old apartheid policy with 

nostalgia, one which he deemed effective in that era in regulating people movement. He said: 

People come to do whatever they want but the problem is overpopulation, people come to commit 
crime here and go back to their countries, leaving us to suffer. During the apartheid, indunas 
[chiefs] will give a person a letter stating what he wants and there would be a date on the letter 
and when matured the date, you go back to your country, so that way it was better and we knew 
who was here and for what purpose.22  

 
As discussed earlier under population composition, the township inherited apartheid spatial legacies and 

these are still evident to date. It comes with little surprise therefore that residents may look to the former 

oppressive system for answers in an era where the government has arguably either been too slow or has 

failed to reimagine space in post-apartheid South Africa.  

Locals also complained about transactional marriages or marriages of convenience particularly between 

local women and foreign men.  A seemingly distraught respondent stated when asked about marital 

relationships between locals and outsiders: 

Marriage only happens because people want citizenship. Look here my brother; I’m a spinner 
[thief/robber] I want to tell you I know lots of things. I am not just speaking for the sake of 
speaking; I am speaking from the hurt I have. I am speaking because these people play with our 
children [young women]. Those that did get citizenship took our children to Nigeria and they are 
crying wanting to come home. It is R8000 to come from Nigeria to here. They want to come home. 
All these people wanted was citizenship. Everybody is fighting to get into South Africa. But where 
are our children?23  

This statement from the respondent betrays a number of perceptions, 1) that marriages between foreign 

men and local women are only transactional, 2) that women are perceived as children who are vulnerable 

at the hands of foreign men, 3) that some local women find themselves exiled from South Africa because of 

their relationships with foreign men, 4) that there is a scramble for South Africa by foreigners. Whether 

these views are based on facts or mere perception it is worth noting that these may be some of the 

perceptions which may lead to violence against foreign nationals. Some local men may perceive themselves 

as the saviours of vulnerable populations like women and children.  

The response also reveals the gendered nature of xenophobia. The gendered nature of xenophobic 

discourse is apparent in that whenever marriage is brought up, male respondents immediately lament how 

local women are used by foreign men. None of the interviewees found marriage between local men and 

foreign women problematic in any way; it is only foreign men who are perceived as a threat to local 

women. The respondent also refers to women as ‘children’ thereby invoking the protectionist discourse 

which renders women vulnerable, weak and in need of protection as opposed to adults with agency who 

                                                           
22 Interview with a senior citizen and resident, Mamelodi, 20 April 2016 
23 Interview with unemployed local male resident and self-confessed criminal, Mamelodi, 20 April 2016 
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may choose to enter relationships for socio-economic gain as a way out of structural poverty. Comparing 

women to vulnerable children may also serve to justify the violence against foreigners and the need for 

their urgent expulsion.  

In the same vein, a senior citizen also recalled growing up in a country without certain types of crimes in 

the absence of foreigners, he said:  

In South Africa, when we were growing up, there was no women trafficking. In South Africa life was 
right but then since you welcomed strange people from outside we have all this things with 
children being chopped into pieces. Don’t you think that…what is the cause? You don’t think those 
things…? People just want to live the good life. What about life? What about the life of other 
people?24 

The two respondents both refer to women and children’s vulnerability to violence in relation to the 

presence of foreigners. The local men paint foreigners in the most violent of terms. Whether these views 

are based on facts or mere perceptions, the sentiments certainly reveal a ‘collective mental state’ and a 

psychological ‘raw material’, on which mobilization for xenophobic violence builds.25  

Throughout the interviews there were contradictory perceptions about foreigners. In response to a 

question about evident tensions and negative perceptions against foreigners, one local noted:   

Yes there is tension because when it comes to us South Africans, we don’t want it when Nigerians 
and Pakistanis open shops, open salons because we only think that they are taking away our 
businesses. While we are sitting like this we are not thinking about anything, we just sit there. But 
when someone decides to open a business to make some money for themselves that’s when we 
start to complain.26  

When asked about their views on whether foreigners were entitled to space, some respondents invoked 

religious discourse as a reason why foreign nationals should be welcome. One respondent said: “Yes, they 

are people and they should be allowed. This land belongs to God. There are foreigners that are good and 

those that are bad just like us. They law should pay attention to the bad people and not separate people by 

ethnicity/nationality.”27 Another respondent also expressed their acceptance of foreign nationals albeit for 

economic reasons, he said: “we love the people coming from outside, these people give us credit at the 

shops.”28 

Taken as a whole, locals’ perceptions about foreigners are predominantly negative. Although those who are 

neutral towards foreigners’ presence may not lead attacks on them, they sometimes do participate in 

looting or merely watch when foreigners are attacked as opposed to defending them. This may be in part 

because the neutral residents also fear for their lives from the perpetrators of violence. Social cohesion 
                                                           
24 Interview with a senior citizen and resident, Mamelodi, 20 April 2016 
25 Bostock, W. W. (2010). The psychological preconditions for collective violence: Several case studies. Guild of Independent Scholars 
26 Interview with female local resident, Mamelodi, 22 April 2016 
27 Interview with, female local resident Mamelodi, 20 April 2016 
28Interview with male local resident, Mamelodi, 22 April 2016 



 
Mamelodi Social Cohesion Profile | 13 

efforts therefore need to take advantage of the presence of those with positive perceptions and those who 

normally work tirelessly to intervene in times of violence. These individuals will be identified later in the 

report in the sections on conflict resolution mechanisms and responses to threat and violence.  

3.3 Socio-economic Conditions 

This study finds that Mamelodi is a township faced with high levels of unemployment, crime, drugs, high 

living costs, and shortage of basic services such as electricity, water, sanitation and housing among others. 

Most people are either unemployed or self-employed through informal and casual trade. Residents 

complain of the high use of illegal drugs by the youth, the high rate of school drop outs and high rates of 

crime and intergenerational relationships. The area is therefore home to high levels of poverty and conflict 

– through service delivery protests which end up in looting of foreign shops and violent clashes with the 

police. Residents blame high levels of crime (see Table 2 for official crime statistics in Mamelodi East for 

2015/6) on poverty, hunger and the use of drugs. Respondents felt that Nyaope (a type of drug) creates a 

vicious circle as drug addicts commit crime to get their drugs. When the community reports these crimes to 

the police and the police seemingly do nothing, this leads to vigilante violence and lack of respect for the 

law and those meant to enforce it.  

Regarding school drop outs one parent and local resident said: “There are many here whose ages allow for 

them to be in school but it seemed they fail and drop out. We don’t know what the problem is.”29 In 

discussing unemployment, one local observed: “Because there are no jobs here I cannot see the difference 

between midweek and weekend. It’s all the same we do not work.”30 Another blamed corruption and 

nepotism for lack of jobs: “But if you have the membership of ANC then you can get a job.”31 Another 

explained the socio-economic conditions as follows:  

There is the same business here, here and all around, there is the same business. Spazas and frying 
chickens and the fruit and vegetables. Some people go to madlangi [loosely translated: dump site] 
that side. There is something which is like a second hand or whatever. There’s meat from Shoprite, 
Shoprite dump spoilt food there. They take it and eat and clothes, you see.32  

A Somali shop owner also explained his view on the socio-economic conditions in the area as follows: 

The area seems a bit lawless. There are a lot of criminals who operate here. It looks a lawless area 
with weak administration from the government as the place does not have social services such as 
hospitals and nobody cares about here [this place]. So, the people in the area just do things for 
their own as there is no one to help them. They steal the electricity sometimes from other places 
and they live their own life here. So, that is the situation here.33 

                                                           
29 Interview with female local resident, Mamelodi, 20 April 2016 
30 Interview with unemployed male resident, Mamelodi, 22 April 2016 
31 Focus group discussion, Mamelodi, 19 May 2016 
32 Ibid 
33 Interview with Somali shop owner, Mamelodi, 19 April 2016 
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The lack of basic services and jobs seems to drive most of the conflict in the area. For example, residents 

are in conflict with the local Tshwane Municipality for failing to provide electricity, water, roads and 

housing in the squatter camp. As a result squatter camps residents ‘steal electricity’ by connecting illegally 

to poles along the roads and in the township. Some township residents suspect that this is the cause of high 

electricity bills for those in the township. This in turn causes conflict between residents as one resident 

from the township stated:  

They take it from a traffic light until it gets to where it gets to.  And you can’t do anything to them. 
They can kill you for electricity. They see you talking too much they can come into your home. They 
tell you they are not coming into your yard. They just take an axe and connect to the pole and if 
you complain they could beat you up.34  

Local residents indicated that the lack of primary services is the reason for regular violence service delivery 

protests. They identify lack of proper housing as a specific challenge and cause for strife. One respondent 

narrated their own experience and perception of the municipality efforts to relocate people: “But the thing 

is you take our people and take them very far away to places like Donkerhoud and then when they are 

done they take makwerekwere and put them in our places. Today if you go into RDP houses they are full of 

makwerekwere. But then, you allowed people from outside to do what they please.”35  

Residents blame their socio-economic plight on local and national government and corrupt and inefficient 

government representatives. These include their local councillor. They also reserve blame for foreigners 

they believe benefit where and when they should not. There is an intricate and intense connection 

between socio-economic challenges experienced in the community with group conflict and violence. In 

addition to providing township and informal settlement dwellers with decent housing and primary services, 

there is also a need to address the ethnic divisions of people, as some authors have highlighted: “Not only 

did apartheid cause an unequal and inefficient system of municipal government; it also left a huge backlog 

in basic services and infrastructure provision in poor areas”36  

3.4 Community Leadership and Conflict Resolution 

4.4.1 Leadership structures and their relationship with community 

Community leadership within Mamelodi consists of formal and informal structures. Respondents reported 

that some level of community leadership is provided by ward councillors and committees, Community 

Policing Forums (CPFs), the police and political parties. The main political parties include ANC, EFF, DA and 

UDM. The dominant political leadership comes from the ANC which is also the majority and ruling party. 
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SANCO and the Phomolong Residents Association are the main civic organisations in the area. These 

structures, which residents consider responsive to the needs of the community, are considered more 

legitimate than those seen to be distant, corrupt, or inefficient (i.e., most constitutionally sanctioned 

bodies). To that end Phomolong Residents Associations (PRA) which is also affiliated to the UDM is the de 

facto community leadership structure in Phomolong informal settlement. According to respondents, 

leaders of the association are selected by the residents. They contrast this with the councillor who 

residents feel is forced on them by the ANC.  

PRA has taken over and assumes the functions of the local leadership and authority. Some of their 

functions include providing residents with proof of residence they need to access services at local 

institutions and conflict resolution (see details under conflict resolution mechanisms). Phomolong 

settlement is the area where violent attacks on foreign nationals often start before spreading to other 

areas. An association representative described the entity’s formation:  

Because now you see Phomolong is unhygienic and there is no report. In fact, there is no one who 
represents Phomolong so we use Phomolong Residence Association as a representative. Because 
councillor no accountability. Nothing! If somebody is dead nobody is there who buries us. So, we 
said we want to be independent.37 

 
The association leadership has the power to issue summon letters to residents facing accusations from 

other community members and the local police now recognize the authority of the association and the 

letters they issue to either support or condemn residents in disputes. Association leadership also described 

how the councillors’ office has been forced to acknowledge the association’s authority. The association 

representatives also admitted they organize violent service delivery protests that usually end with attacks 

on foreign-owned business (details under ‘profile of violence’). 

Most respondents considered their formally elected councillor, who they consider inefficient, unresponsive, 

and corrupt, as someone imposed on them by the ruling party. Instead of the councillor’s office facilitating 

service delivery, residents feel betrayed by the councillor’s false promises. The tensions were described in 

the following way during a focus group discussion:  

There is a tension and then the councillor…you see the councillor after a long time. If you want to 
see a councillor you can say something like say Monday is a strike, Sunday he is coming calling a 
meeting…they live in the suburbs. No accountability. No visibility. Always a liar. Empty promises. 
You know, one day a child was killed by electricity… Councillors nowhere to be found. You can 
phone him; he will say ‘no let’s talk later’. Later he is not available.38  

 
SANCO is another leadership structure present and known in the area. Members of the PRA and residents 

however feel that SANCO is an extension of the ANC so its legitimacy is questionable. The police are also a 

                                                           
37 Focus group discussion, Mamelodi, 19 April 2016.  
38 Ibid 



 
Mamelodi Social Cohesion Profile | 16 

controversial body with residents expressing considerable distrust with official law enforcement structures. 

“Ah, we don’t know anymore. The police see them where they buy their drugs. I can go as far as saying that 

even the police can do nothing about it”39 implying that the police have no control over crime,” in one 

respondent’s words.  Another noted: “they are there but they don’t do anything, if you call them they come 

after a long time, 3 hours.”40 A focus group discussion also linked the police to the drug problem in the 

area: “The police are friends with the criminals. You see, there is a Nyaope and whatever and some people 

sell dagga. You’ll see a bakkie standing there where there is dagga. But they take money and go. See 

Nyaope boys; take Nyaope and go. Some police use others to sell the Nyaope.”41 

Even if there is considerable scepticism regarding law enforcement, the police are considered important in 

times of violence outbreaks. These include attacks on foreign nationals and service delivery protests. They 

are the only ones with access to massive machinery to quell violent crowds. They are also important in 

addressing domestic abuse. Indeed, residents report that police prefer to attend to domestic matters as 

opposed to violent crime as they also fear for their own lives. The CPF is a body which is supposed to work 

with both the residents and the police in identifying and managing crime. While a few residents pointed out 

the CPF and the police do manage to work together in some cases for the betterment of the community, 

most indicated a diminishing trust in the CPF as it slowly becomes as corrupt and inefficient as the police.  

Residents express little trust in any of the political parties operating in the community. In one respondent’s 

assessment: “They are there. They say they will help but they don’t do anything, whether its Zuma or 

Malema it is just the same whether its ANC, EFF or DA. It’s just the same; nothing happens.”42 

3.4.2 Conflict resolution mechanisms 

Conflict resolution mechanisms are led primarily by the authority outlined in the previous sections. These 

include the CPF, the police, the Phomolong Residence Association, and the community through vigilante 

justice. Street level committees also deal with day to day household issues such as collecting money for 

funerals. Community members confirmed that mob justice and vigilantism are acceptable means of 

addressing crime and other challenges. 

As part of their day to day running of the community, the PRA provides what they term a ‘calling letter’ to 

summon conflicting parties for mediation. The same letter is also used to refer certain matters to the 

police. The association calls meetings in the community and discusses issues such as lack of service delivery 

and often leads service delivery protests against the local municipality. The association and residents see 

violent protests as an effective mechanism to engage councillors and government and the only ‘language’ 

that these institutes seem to understand.  
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The police, although ridiculed for slow service, help maintain law and order in the community and work 

with the CPF, PRA, foreign business owners and residents at large. One respondent described the 

relationship between the CPF and the police as follows: “It seems that if there is any tip offs, they inform 

the police. They don’t take the law into their own hands when they catch someone they take them to the 

nearest police station.”43 Another expressed her contradicting emotions to the conflict resolution options: 

“I don’t trust them but the law forces us to go to them. A person can come here and try to kill you but if 

you kill them you are in the wrong. In your own home, I don’t know if you are the one that is supposed to 

get killed.”44 

The residents and the association leaders also admitted to relying on mob justice against suspected 

criminals. When asked about criminals one community leader pronounced: “They can do it but they know: 

we’ll catch you! We are going to hurt you or kill you, that is the law of the squatter camp. We realized that 

when we take people to the police they get released on bail but here you mess things up.”45 Interviews 

with the PRA also revealed that they have used mob force to demand recognition from various formal 

structures such as the councillor and the police; they are now recognised as an authority in the community.  

Interviews with some residents who evidently participate in attacking, looting and stealing from foreigners 

revealed that they see this violence as a legitimate way or mechanism of dealing with the presence of 

unwanted foreigners in the area.  

3.5 History of Group Conflicts and Violence 

The history of group conflicts and violence in Mamelodi consists mainly of violent service delivery protests, 

taxi violence, xenophobic attacks and ethnic conflicts resulting from individual disputes.  

 

1. Violent service delivery protests: Mamelodi residents often use violent public protests as a 

mechanism to attract (local or national) government’s attention and responses to their socio-

economic grievances; 

2. Taxi violence: There is a documented history of taxi violence in Mamelodi as taxi operators fight 

amongst themselves for customers and routes. Taxi violence is a regular occurrence which usually 

pits local taxi associations such as the Mamelodi Taxi Association against bigger bus companies 

such as PUTCO, City-to-City, Tshwane Metro Buses, and Uber over routes and commuters. A 

respondent narrated taxi violence as follows:  
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It was organized by the taxis because PUTCO’s contract was finishing in Mamelodi and City-
to-City was coming in. So, there was a big conflict because City-to-City goes everywhere 
and takes you close to where you live on the same routes as taxis, so they saw that taxis 
are going to lose business and people. Remember some people took these taxis on credit; it 
is obvious the fight will start.46 

3. Xenophobic violence: Violence against foreign nationals notably started in 2008 when residents 

attempted to drive out all foreign nationals by beating them up, killing them and looting and taking 

over their businesses and houses. Violence targeted at foreign nationals has become a recurring 

phenomenon as discussed in the following section. 

4. Ethnic conflicts: Respondents indicated that conflicts and misunderstandings between individual 

members of local ethnic groups sometimes end up in group conflicts and fights. One respondent 

stated: “Yes, we don’t like each other in fact ourselves! You see? So, if somebody Pedi and Xhosa 

fight one says vokoff leThosa la masepa [loosely: fuck off you Xhosa shit...] so individual fights 

become like group issues.”47 

3.6 Violence against Outsiders 

3.6 1 Profile of violence 

The main waves of violence against foreign nationals in Mamelodi happened in 2008, 2014, 2015 and 2017. 

In 2008, foreigners were targeted and evicted from the area regardless of nationality, length of stay or 

livelihood activities. In 2014 and 2015, foreign owned businesses were the main target. Violence often 

results in deaths, injuries, looting and destruction of property and displacement. Violence against foreign 

nationals usually starts in Phomolong and Extension 6 informal settlements or squatter camps and spreads 

to other locations of Mamelodi East. In 2017, violence against foreign nationals broke out in Mamelodi and 

other parts of Tshwane Metropolitan Municipality following a call made by Mamelodi Concerned Residents 

for a march against the presence of foreign nationals in the country. 

As briefly indicated above, there have been many incidents over the past decades. In some years there are 

multiple attacks. Many of these target foreign owned businesses. In Mamelodi East (our research site), anti-

outsider violence has typically followed violent service delivery protests organized by the Phomolong 

Residents Association. The association admitted that it often organizes violent protests to get government 

attention because community members are not happy with service delivery and performance of local 

leadership and authority particularly the councillor and his ward committee. The association 

representatives reported that: “when protesters feel hungry they go and get food from shops to eat or take 
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home to cook; and if shops here are closed they go to shops in other locations.”48 That is how violent 

attacks on foreign-owned businesses spread. A Somali shop owner narrated his experience: 

It was in 2014 like this time around 4:00 pm; a group of organized youth who looked determined to 
do violence came to us. They took cold drinks and other grocery items and went straight to the 
door without payment. When we tried to stop them going out without payment, they started 
fighting with us. This fighting caused some of us to be injured and also some of them got injured. 
Then all the people around here joined them and they started coming into the shop and looting. 
Even the police came but instead of protecting us and our property, they did not do that. They 
were told that we had injured some of the attackers and this made them even unwilling to assist 
us.49  

Other respondents indicated that that there is a group of robbers calling itself ‘SARS’ that targets foreign 

national-owned shops. SARS refers to tax collection and this implies that foreign shop owners need to pay a 

certain tax to be allowed to operate in the area. Local business people are also implicated in supporting 

violence against their competitors, the foreign shop owners. As elsewhere, rumours of foreign shop owners 

injuring or killing a child can consistently mobilize community members. One community leader explained:  

You see the youth of nowadays they revolt themselves. In fact, if you can see them naturally, they 
don’t want them [foreigners] anymore! They want a way; a good way to attack them! You see? If 
there is something like that Somalians kills a baby; it’s their way! Even our businessmen support 
them during the night. That’s the problem. We have got the business people which is South African 
people. The South African people sometimes they feel jealous because they don’t have cooperative 
businesses. But the African people, when they come here, they come united and make business 
very easy.50  

An ordinary community member recalled their own experience of violence against foreigners: 

…the way that community came together was to decide you know what we going to break all the 
Pakistani shops all over Mamelodi because they don’t belong here. They just have to leave because 
they are taking our businesses... Which is a lie! I do not have a problem with those people because 
everybody will do whatever they can to make a living. Their shops were burnt down and doors 
were removed and things vandalized. For them to leave, they took everything it was just the 
buildings left.51  

 

A foreign resident recalled how the perpetrators of violence were also killed in 2014 during the violence 

they started: 

It continued for one week. It did not stop with us. It proceeded to other shops and other areas. It 
was spread all over to Mamelodi Township from west to east. The attackers did not stop the 
attacks. They looted this shop and passed to that other shop and continue like that. A Somali 
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business man was killed in this incident and 5 more others were injured. Three people of those 
doing the violence were killed too.52 

An official from the Somali Association in South Africa gave the following statistics on violence against 

Somali shop owners: “In 2016 alone, there were 17 hijackings of the car on the Somali business people in 

the township. In 2014, there were 150 foreign owned shops looted in the township. There were two Somali 

immigrants killed in the township in the year 2014.”53 

3.6.2 Logics/purpose of violence 

As we witness across the country, a range of actors use violence against foreign nationals in Mamelodi to 

attain economic, social and political goals, a process referred to in the literature as the ‘political economy 

of violence’. In addition to the political economy, local socio-economic and political players also use 

violence to remove foreign nationals from the area and ‘eliminate’ the social ills they are associated with. In 

other instances, violence is intended to draw government attention and resources to the lack of primary 

services like housing, roads, sanitation, electricity, water, and hospitals.  

Driving foreigners out of the area is meant to simultaneously deal with several challenges that are 

associated with their presence.  Respondents indicated their intention to decrease the foreign population 

while also ridding the area of criminals and competition for scarce resources and opportunities. Residents 

blame the ANC government for overpopulation as one local respondent stated:  

Even in a home you can’t keep impregnating your wife making more and more children until you 
have nine children. You can’t feed them all. You understand me, right? You can’t support them. But 
because ANC wants to buy votes they lie to us caused us problems we do not understand. ANC 
caused a lot of problems with all this over population.54 

There is a widespread perception that government is lenient to the presence of outsiders in the country in 

general and in Mamelodi in particular. As residents also hold the perception that their challenges (such as 

lack of primary services) are either caused or compounded by the presence of foreigners (see earlier 

discussion), their (foreigners) removal or absence would bring relief to housing, electricity, water and other 

public service systems. 

Whenever foreigners are attacked, some residents also benefit materially by looting their goods and in 

some cases moving into their homes. A community leader revealed that: “It is to take things, that is why 

they vandalized the stores. They are thinking about at home. They are thinking food and other things. There 

is another one this side where they have taken someone’s shop. Now it is run by those people that took 
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it.”55 A self-confessed criminal who did not hide his xenophobic views alternated between veiled threats 

and open threats:  

Everybody must just make a plan and see how we living. There is no way when a person has not 
eaten and they slept hungry that you can show them the right way. There’s no way. You won’t 
support that person that you are trying to show the right path. He slept hungry with one intestine 
eating the other intestine. That’s what I’m telling you. These people you allowed into our country 
and they do not follow our protocol. That is how it is! I am not going to sugar coat it. We even said 
it inside the police station. That is how it is! What happens must happen. I am not going to sugar 
coat for your sake and say things are like that…56 

3.6.3 Organization and mobilization for violence 

Interviews and discussions with residents and stakeholders in Mamelodi highlighted that local residents 

have been mobilising violence against foreign nationals dating back to 2008. Local residents who have been 

identified for being at the forefront of planning and executing attacks include unemployed and drug 

addicted youth, informal community leaders such as the PRA and local business owners. Ordinary 

community members are implicated in joining in the looting once the ring leaders attack foreign owned 

businesses.  

While the Phomolong Residents Association did not openly admit to being behind the attacks of foreign 

shops, interviews strongly indicated their involvement. The representatives reported they know the ‘main 

attackers’ because they also use them for violent service delivery protests although they did not divulge 

their names. This is a typical case of micro-politics and political economy as key drivers of community-based 

violence: community leaders (formal or informal) using violence as a tool to claim or consolidate power and 

authority needed to further their political and economic interests. Ultimately violence is used to further 

political and economic interests by different actors. To that end some foreign respondents similarly 

indicated that local politicians make violent statements against foreign nationals as a campaign strategy for 

elections. A Somali representative observed: 

The presence of the foreign nationals in the township is increasingly becoming an issue to be raised 
in the local politics competition and even an election campaign matter. The expansion of the EFF to 
the Mamelodi and to other townships is making matters worse. Malema and his groups are tearing 
apart the social fabric in the townships. It is not only hurting Somalis or Ethiopians and Pakistanis 
but it is also affecting negatively on the people from the other neighbouring countries.57 

There are instances where violence is not necessarily a result of political mobilization. Indeed some 

respondents indicated that in some cases violence is not organised but is rather spontaneous and started 

by individuals. One respondent said: “And you find that the whole thing gets caused by one person; others 
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just follow. It’s like me, I take a packet of chips, and someone else is also going to want to take a packet of 

chips.”58  

3.6.4 Underlying causes and triggers of the violence 

Underlying causes of violence include negative attitudes and strong resentments towards foreign nationals 

due to the social ills they are associated with (see discussion under perceptions). In some cases, local 

political leaders blame or use foreigners as scapegoats for their failures to provide services and this further 

fuels residents’ attitudes and collective discontent towards foreign nationals. Other respondents cited high 

levels of unemployment, poverty and lack of service delivery in squatter camps as the underlying causes of 

the violence. One respondent was asked about the causes of violence and responded: 

It’s hunger! Number 1: people are unemployed. Hunger is what controls a person. You can’t control 
a person that slept hungry without eating. Let me get off that topic for a while and throw it a bit 
far. How many shops have closed since these people came here? Shops that people used to work in 
with their hands? Number one: let’s go to the furniture stores, how many have closed? Hundreds 
and hundreds! Places like Joshua Doore, Ellerines…Our parents used to work there. What did 
government do? These people came and they have permission to place a bench over there and 
start making furniture there. How many people lose their jobs? We went to school and waited for 
our certificates. Some of our certificate are rotting from water under the bed. Do you understand 
me? People just think they must eat alone without considering other children. There’s no way we 
can live together. That thing is going make us fight badly.59 

Such sentiments reveal an undercurrent which is always simmering below the surface. As a result of such 

strong underlying negative perceptions, it sometimes only takes a few triggers for violence to erupt. In 

recent times, violent incidents usually start with service delivery protests after which protesters attacks 

foreign business in their areas and surrounding locations. In other cases, violence is triggered by minor 

disputes over things such as petty theft of shop items; misunderstanding over change after purchases of 

goods and airtime vouchers, etc. Drinking places were also identified as places where arguments can 

quickly degenerate into xenophobic attacks. A local resident said: “Now they have started drinking 

together. If one of the outsiders was to start with a local, it has already started.”60 It was not immediately 

clear whether these personal misunderstandings are used as deliberate provocations aimed at triggering 

already planned attacks. One respondent narrated how such an encounter ended: “The person, without 

going to the police went and called a group of his people and started looting the business and it spread to 

different parts of Mamelodi from East to West, and all the foreigners even the Zimbabweans and 

Mozambicans were expelled from the township.61  

 3.6.5 Responses to threats and violence 
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According to respondents, community leaders and elders, the police and other stakeholders usually 

respond to outbreaks of violence as opposed to threats of violence. There is no evident mechanism of 

reporting threats of violence. Informal and formal community leaders however in some cases work 

together to quell violence threats on foreign nationals. Foreign nationals also reported that they do not 

have the confidence in the police as they rarely take their reports on threats of violence seriously. As noted 

under interactions with institutions, foreign nationals say police are either slow to respond or ignore 

foreign nationals. One shop owner reiterated: “They do differential treatment when it comes to the 

foreigners, I think it depends on the time and the day and who is on the duty. When you call, they will 

automatically understand from your accent that you are a foreigner and hence he may not give you the 

attention your case requires.”62 

Interviews with residents revealed that threats of violence happen on a regular or daily basis and they 

mostly go unreported and if reported there is usually no response. Sometimes violence erupts quickly and 

without prior notifications. One resident admitted that they ignore attacks on foreigners: “…even today if 

they were to say there is robbery over there (referring to nearby foreign-owned spaza) we are going to look 

the other way. Let the robbery happen and when it is over then we turn our heads back. It’s because, who 

are you helping and how?”63 Another resident however, recalled community action against the attacks, she 

said: “People of Mamelodi came together and we spoke and saw that accusing and attacking these people 

does not help anything. We are all here to make living and have a shelter above our heads.”64 

When violence is taking place in some part of the township, foreign business people call each other and 

take precautions by either closing the shops, removing their stock and/or evacuating the area with their 

stock. One shop owner narrated his experience: “We left the trading places during the violence. Every 

community went to its stronghold areas. Somalis went to Pretoria West where there is a Somali community 

in Pretoria. We even evacuated the stock we could to Pretoria West and the wounded Somali business 

owners and we waited there.”65 

Foreign nationals also inform the police who rarely take any steps to prevent violence. In most cases the 

police arrive after the violence or attacks have occurred and evacuate or take victims to police station and 

places of safety. Evacuation has become the police standard procedure in dealing with violent attacks on 

foreign nationals in the area. One respondent reported that: “the police were called, but they come when it 

is all over because they have to come to write a statement.” When asked how attacks cease one responded 

said: “It stopped because the shops no longer had anything.” 
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Some respondents had no knowledge of response by community leaders. However one shop owner 

recalled working with various leaders, he said:  

We were meeting with the community elders, the police, and also the community policing forum 
who work closely with the police. They are said to be the ears and eyes of the police. They are 
found in the neighbourhoods. They were also coming to the meetings and participating in the 
discussions. All the parties were striving to calm down and normalize the situation. Thanks to Allah-
God, the mission was successful.66 

Other respondents recalled the presence of the media, home affairs and other government department: 

The media came and interviewed us and inquired us of what was happening. There are different 
departments of the government such as Home Affairs and other departments…they just talked 
through the media that immigrants and their businesses must not be harmed and diversity of the 
community be safe guarded, that people are dependent on each other and hence must live 
harmoniously together. So, they did general awareness campaign for the local people but no one 
did something specific for the victims whose businesses were looted like us.67  

According to respondents, perpetrators are easily identifiable but do not get arrested. The Phomolong 

Residents Association admitted to knowing and using known vandalisers for protests; one leader said: 

We use our own philosophy and we know the people who can mobilize vandalism…No, it’s just an 
individual. Naturally God gives him the power of vandalism. And then that person is fearless. Then 
we understand that that person if he can act something can be wrong.   Yes, we use them like if we 
want the councillor. We can just take rubbish on the street and say okay fine. Rubbish, go to the 
councillor’s house… And we know that if the police come and arrest we go to the police station all 
together.68  

This conversation in a way points to the complexity of micro-politics and the political economy of violence, 

it shows that the same people known for vandalizing shops are also used for service delivery protests, and 

when police try to arrest them the community backs them up by showing up as a mob. In other words, the 

perpetrators of violence rely to a great degree on the backing of the community leaders and the lack of will 

from the police to evade arrest.  

3.6.6 Return, reintegration and current concerns 

In many cases, displaced foreign nationals return to the areas of previous residence on their own as soon as 

the place has quietened down and resume their livelihood activities. With regard to the return of foreign 

nationals after the xenophobic attacks in 2014, one respondent said: “I would say 45% came back, 55% 

decided not to come back.”69 In some cases, foreign residents acknowledge the role of various community 

leaders including the police in appealing to the community to end violence. Most of the respondents 
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however, were not aware of any specific reintegration exercise apart from general meetings and 

campaigns. A foreign shop owner recalled working with various leaders: “Everybody fled for his life. And 

then a Somali committee and the local street committee met. The fled foreigners were told to come back 

to their shops. There were different meetings with the street committees, the elders and also the police 

were part of those meetings.”70 

Despite community efforts to integrate foreign residents, safety remains the main concern for foreign 

nationals. They say that they live in fear as violence can erupt again anytime as has been the case in recent 

times. “During the day and at night, your tension is always high. You do not know whether the person in 

the shop is a customer or a criminal that will kill you,” one shop owner noted.71  Limited preventive 

mechanisms in place for violence is also worrying; a concern compounded by the perceived lack of 

protection from law enforcement. Foreign respondents fear that the police in the area also hold negative 

attitudes towards foreigners generally as they do not respond to calls for protection. “When something 

happens, and if we call the police and police understand we are foreigners, they will not come or will come 

much later than needed,”72 one foreign respondent stated. 

While some residents indicated that the presence of foreign businesses provides the community with a 

cheaper option for goods and services, respondents indicated that most residents felt that the presence of 

foreigners robs them of opportunities and they should therefore leave. A local respondent said about the 

future of foreign nationals:  

No, no! These people must go and give us space. There is not turning back on that one. They must 
pack and go. Like their bosses that took their children to Dubai [a reference to the Gupta family] 
because they can see it’s the end of Zuma. No, honestly, they must go home. Everybody grows up 
having a place they call home.  They must just go. There is not turning back. They must voetsek! 
There is not a single thing that they will do for you because they hate us. They don’t want a black73 
person at all.74 

Given the concerns discussed above, many foreign nationals do not see a future in the community. One 

business owner said:  

It is normal to be robbed in the shop, we cannot walk peacefully in the streets of the township, and 
we are easily targeted all the time. We are like a walking ATM for the criminals. They think that a 
business person walking in the middle of the road, the smallest thing they can get from his is a cell 
phone. It is also very difficult for us to walk alone in the township, to make deliveries to the other 
shops. They target us when we are going to buy stock for our shops. They also like cars and they 
rob cars so much. […] We do not have any future expectations of living here in the long run. It is 
just a temporary. We are just thinking of where else we can move to. But we do not have any 

                                                           
70 Interview with Somali shop owner, Mamelodi, 19 April 2016 
71 Interview with Somali shop owner, Mamelodi, 22 April 2016 
72 Interview with Somali shop owner, Mamelodi, 19 April 2016 
73 Somalis are not considered black y local residents 
74 Interview with unemployed male, Mamelodi, 20 April 2016 
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expectation and aspiration to expand our business or own houses here and settle here. We are 
here currently to survive and earn our daily bread.75  

Another shop owner reiterated these sentiments and said: “I think the future for foreigners in the township 

is dark. It is not a place that we can live in the long term.”76 Another foreign national attempted to explain 

that the lack of trust between insiders and outsiders is the major reason peaceful future interactions are 

doubtful, he said: “the foreigners themselves who after experiencing a lot of victimization believed that 

South Africans are a very xenophobic society who will never welcome the foreigners. So, the two groups 

will not be able to trust each other.”77 The perceived impunity of perpetrators of violence and their 

freedom to remain in the community is another reason for an uncertain future for the victims of violence.  

  

                                                           
75 Interview with Somali shop owner, Mamelodi, 22 April 2016 
76 Interview with Somali shop owner, Mamelodi, 20 April 2016 
77 Interview with official representative of the Somali community, Mamelodi, 22 April 2016 



 
Mamelodi Social Cohesion Profile | 27 

IV. CONCLUSIONS: SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS 

As elsewhere in the country, Mamelodi is plagued by socio-economic challenges such as high levels of 

unemployment, poverty, poor service delivery and crime. The persistence of socio-economic challenges 

and the consistent disputes over resources and opportunities results in widespread discontent. The 

common perception that government is to blame for the failure to deliver basic services is accompanied by 

perceptions that government is responsible for mass inflows of foreign nationals in the country and in the 

township. The cognitive linking of socio-economic hardships and foreigners’ presence result in the following 

social cohesion challenges: 

1. Socio-economic challenges and hardships: As indicated above, most Mamelodi residents face 

significant socio-economic challenges ranging from unemployment, poverty, poor service delivery, 

violence, and crime. Socio-economic hardships are a serious obstacle to social cohesion as they 

heighten tensions and often exacerbate negative perceptions and attitudes towards outsiders. Such 

attitudes often lead to marginalization and discrimination and at times to outsider violent 

exclusion;  

2. Outsiders’ limited social and institutional interactions: There is evidence of limited interactions 

between i) outsiders (foreigners) and insiders (locals) and ii) outsiders and local public institutions. 

Most of the social and institutional interactions are transactional. Some of the reasons given for 

limited social interactions include fear, mutual mistrust, language and cultural barriers. Foreign 

nationals are mainly divided into those from the SADC region and those from Somalia, Ethiopia, and 

Nigeria (i.e., the nationalities typically associated with shop ownership). The local population 

further categorizes foreigners by physical appearance, religion, culture and country of origin, and 

access to money. Locals view those making more money as more ‘outsiders’ or ‘others’ than other 

foreign groups. Consistent with the politics of ‘othering’, many locals are less likely to view these 

groups as worthy human beings and members of the community (and more like ‘walking ATMs’). 

This help explains why more prosperous foreigners appear to be attacked with greater frequency 

(although it may also be the material incentives behind such attacks.) The relationship between 

locals and outsiders seems to be one of convenience as opposed to recognition or acceptance; 

3. Negative perceptions and attitudes against outsiders: Locals generally perceive foreign nationals as 

a threat to their lives and livelihoods. According to locals, foreign nationals steal jobs and business 

opportunities by offering cheap labour and low prices for basic commodities; steal local women 

through transactional relationships and marriages of convenience; contribute to crime; are a heavy 

overburden to local public services; do not pay tax and are responsible for resource outflows which 

undermines the local economy and negatively affects the country/local resource base. These 

perceptions are informed by generally circulating myths and local leaders who often blame foreign 
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nationals for service delivery failures. As elsewhere, these negative perceptions are not only a 

symptom of strained social relations but also an obstacle to building social cohesion because they 

are often mobilized for anti-outsider violent exclusion.  

4. Lack of trust in authorities and lack of non-violent conflict resolution mechanisms: Widespread 

community distrust in structures of authority in Mamelodi is evident in varying degrees in both 

locals and outsiders view of these structures. This distrust leads to the election of informal 

structures of authority such as the local residents’ associations. Such informal structures of 

authority are also associated with vigilantism. Such leanings may not promote law and order but 

does help further leaders’ political and economic interests. Community members feel neglected by 

the government and have little confidence in opposition parties. Not only does this undermine faith 

in the police and other institutions, but it creates incentives for performative attacks. Indeed, 

residents believe the government only pays attention when they loot, burn property, and in some 

cases kill immigrants. Such forms of violence are major social cohesion challenges as they 

undermine the rule of law and due process and help reinforce insider/outsider divisions. 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 need to be addressed. 

5. Xenophobic violence: In 2008, 2014, and 2015 Mamelodi residents perpetrated anti-foreigner 

violence resulting in injuries, deaths, property destruction, and displacement. Locals perceive 

foreigners who randomly place themselves all over the township to be transgressors of the local 

socio-economic order. In addition, as indicated above, foreign nationals are blamed for increasing 

the socio-economic challenges which give rise to poverty and crime. The locals’ belief that foreign 

nationals have no right to be in South Africa is often a justification for either attacking them, 

participating in looting their goods or turning a blind eye to their suffering. 

6. Local politics as trigger of violence against foreigners: In Mamelodi, as in other settlements, local 

politics triggers violence against outsiders when local political players and other influential groups 

such as local business owners promote and instigate such violence to claim or consolidate their 

power; to attract relevant authorities’ attention to local socio-economic grievances; or get rid of 

the business competition the presence of foreign nationals represents; 

7. Uncertain future interactions: Both local and foreign nationals were uncertain about the possibility 

of building a non-violent future. Some members of the community who do not seem to have the 

power or incentive to mobilise indicated their desire for a peaceful existence with outsiders. 

However, those entrusted with power (such as informal leaders) seemingly lack the will or desire to 

stop violence. This may be due to the political economy of violence that they have helped create. 
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Foreign respondents indicated that a) as long as local politics manifesting through violent service 

delivery protests continue, foreign nationals continue to be in danger of attacks and looting, and b) 

as long as local residents blame foreign nationals for lack of employment and other opportunities, 

they will continue to use them as a scapegoat for their anger. 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.  

The study concludes that these threats to - and symptoms of lack of - social cohesion in Mamelodi need to 

be considered for the success of interventions promoting social cohesion and sustainable peaceful 

cohabitation.   



Freedom House is a nonprofit,  
nonpartisan organization that  
supports democratic change,  
monitors freedom, and advocates  
for democracy and human rights.

1850 M Street NW, 11th Floor
Washington, DC 20036

www.freedomhouse.org
facebook.com/FreedomHouseDC 
@FreedomHouseDC

202.296.5101  |  info@freedomhouse.org
111 John Street, Suite 810
New York, NY 10038


	Mamelodi Cover
	Mamelodi_Final
	I. INTRODUCTION
	II. BACKGROUND
	Established by Apartheid government planning in 1953 as an urban housing scheme, designed exclusively for occupation by black African residents (i.e., intended to provide a cheap labour pool for industries in Pretoria and the wider Gauteng region), Ma...
	Image 1: Map of Mamelodi and Surrounding Areas
	The research site falls within Wards 15 and 18 in Mamelodi East.  Cumulatively, these wards have a total population of 44,089 individuals living in 11,506 households and have a size of 5.3 kilometres.1F  The following table describes the cumulative so...
	III. FINDINGS
	Others explained the lack of social and public events with reference to the prevalence of drugs and associated violence.. In one respondent’s words:
	Drinking spaces such as taverns also serve as a major space for social interaction; unfortunately, they were also identified as the source of fights and violence.
	Regarding collective efficacy (when working together to solve common problems), community members can mobilize and fight collectively for common challenges such as poor service delivery. Whenever there are problems in the community, community leaders ...
	3.2 Profile of outsiders
	3.2.2 Outsiders’ social interactions and public participation
	3.2.3 Outsiders’ main livelihood activities
	3.2.4 Community perceptions about outsiders
	Local residents generally view the presence of foreign outsiders (in this case foreign nationals) as a serious threat to their lives and livelihoods because they (locals) consider them (foreigners) responsible for the high rates of unemployment by ste...
	In addition, locals also accuse foreigners of being criminals and drug dealers and of being responsible for overpopulating local neighbourhoods the township. Some respondents viewed foreign nationals’ contribution to crime and overpopulation as a seri...
	3.3 Socio-economic Conditions
	4.4.1 Leadership structures and their relationship with community
	3.4.2 Conflict resolution mechanisms
	1. Violent service delivery protests: Mamelodi residents often use violent public protests as a mechanism to attract (local or national) government’s attention and responses to their socio-economic grievances;
	2. Taxi violence: There is a documented history of taxi violence in Mamelodi as taxi operators fight amongst themselves for customers and routes. Taxi violence is a regular occurrence which usually pits local taxi associations such as the Mamelodi Tax...
	3. Xenophobic violence: Violence against foreign nationals notably started in 2008 when residents attempted to drive out all foreign nationals by beating them up, killing them and looting and taking over their businesses and houses. Violence targeted ...
	4. Ethnic conflicts: Respondents indicated that conflicts and misunderstandings between individual members of local ethnic groups sometimes end up in group conflicts and fights. One respondent stated: “Yes, we don’t like each other in fact ourselves! ...
	3.6 1 Profile of violence
	3.6.2 Logics/purpose of violence
	3.6.3 Organization and mobilization for violence
	3.6.4 Underlying causes and triggers of the violence
	3.6.5 Responses to threats and violence
	3.6.6 Return, reintegration and current concerns

	IV. CONCLUSIONS: SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS

	Back_Page_FH_Report

