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The political and economic debacle in Zimbabwe has led to a large-scale influx of 

Zimbabweans into neighbouring South Africa. This article argues that there is a complex and 

significant link between the domestic response to this immigration influx and South Africa’s 

foreign policy towards Zimbabwe. South Africa’s foreign and security policy elite preferred to 

use an immigration approach of benign neglect as a tool to promote its ‘quiet diplomacy’ 

approach towards the Zimbabwean regime, treating the influx as a ‘non-problem’. But 

increased xenophobic violence, vigilantism and protests in townships and informal settlements 

against Zimbabwean and other African immigrants, culminating in widespread riots across the 

country in 2008, contributed to a change not only in immigration policy but also in the 

mediation efforts towards the Zimbabwean parties. I argue that this foreign policy change was 

pushed by a process of ‘securitisation from below’, where the understanding of Zimbabwean 

immigrants as a security threat were promoted not by traditional security elites but by South 

Africa’s marginalised urban poor.  
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Securitisation from below: The relationship between immigration and 

foreign policy in South Africa's approach to the Zimbabwe crisis 

Introduction 

The drawn-out political and economic crisis in Zimbabwe has posed serious challenges to 

neighbouring South Africa. In the area of foreign policy, South Africa’s apparent inability to 

bring about a resolution to the imbroglio has dented its international reputation as a regional 

and emerging power. South Africa’s Zimbabwe policy has been described as ‘perplexing’1, a 

sign of its ‘moral decline’2, or even proof that it has become ‘the despots’ democracy’.3 In 

addition to this foreign policy cost, domestic South African politics have also been adversely 

affected. South Africa is host to somewhere between 1.5 and three million Zimbabweans, and 

has since 2008 become the world’s most popular destination for asylum seekers.4 The popular 

response to this influx of undocumented immigrants and asylum seekers has become 

increasingly hostile and fearful, culminating in widespread xenophobic riots in 2008. The riots 

left 62 people dead, while tens of thousands of foreign nationals fled into internal displacement 

camps.5  

While these foreign policy and domestic immigration policy challenges caused by the 

Zimbabwe crisis have each and separately received ample scholarly attention,6 few have 

attempted to explore the complex but significant links between South Africa’s foreign policy 

towards Zimbabwe and its immigration policies towards Zimbabweans. This article aims to 

demonstrate that domestic immigration policy is not necessarily secondary to the ‘high politics’ 

of foreign policy. While the policy response of South Africa’s African National Congress 

(ANC) government to the mass influx of Zimbabwean immigrants can to some extent be 

understood as supporting its foreign policy goals towards Zimbabwe, a closer analysis shows 

a complex inter-relationship between foreign and immigration policy. This article argues that 
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as the Zimbabwe debacle has dragged on, domestic concern over immigration has played an 

increasingly significant role not just in shaping immigration policy but also in influencing 

South Africa’s foreign policy towards Zimbabwe.   

The analysis takes place within the framework of securitisation theory.7 The question 

underlying this study is why growing xenophobic violence, vigilantism and volatility within 

South Africa received little attention for so long by the country’s foreign and security policy 

elite. I argue that this is because South Africa’s immigration approach towards the mass influx 

of Zimbabweans was for a long time broadly geared towards supporting foreign policy goals 

rather than addressing domestic concerns. But, importantly, since 2008 the influence began to 

also flow in the other direction, leading the government to strike an uneasy compromise 

between addressing immigration concerns and xenophobia, on the one hand, and furthering its 

foreign policy aims, on the other. This article studies the reasons behind this development and 

suggests it is the result of a gradual securitisation of Zimbabwean immigration.  

 The increased salience of immigration concerns in influencing South Africa’s foreign policy 

towards Zimbabwe is the result of a three-stage securitisation process: First, the evolution in 

the 1990s of a xenophobic public discourse on African immigration, fuelled by the Department 

of Home Affairs (DHA). Second, a hostile grassroots level response to the mass influx of 

Zimbabweans from the early 2000s onwards, as segments of South Africa’s poorer citizenry 

perceived Zimbabwean immigrants as threats to jobs, health and welfare. Finally, this 

grassroots level securitisation, increasingly manifested in violence, riots and social and political 

tension in townships and informal settlements, led to an elite level securitisation of a different 

kind. South Africa’s traditional foreign and security policy elite did not, and still do not, see 

Zimbabwean immigration as a security threat in itself, but after the 2008 xenophobic riots it 

began to perceive the reaction to this immigration as a potential threat to domestic stability. As 
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a result, immigration concerns started from late 2008 onwards to play a role in the ANC 

government’s handling of the Zimbabwe crisis.  

The securitisation process of Zimbabwean immigration is unusual. It resulted not from overt 

pronouncements by a traditional security policy elite, but despite this elite’s attempt at treating 

the influx as a non-problem. I describe this process as securitisation from below, since the main 

securitising actors do not hold positions of influence and authority but belong to the 

disempowered margins of South Africa’s politics.  

I divide the argument into four sections. First, I present the securitisation framework and 

develop an analytical grid of securitising actors and audiences to be deployed in the analysis 

of the securitisation of Zimbabwean immigration. This done, section two sets out the main 

ideas, beliefs and perceptions that make up the government’s foreign policy discourse. Section 

three does the same for South Africa’s immigration discourse. I describe the former as a 

‘foreign policy discourse of African solidarity’, while the latter is denoted the ‘Home Affairs 

xenophobic discourse’. Section four analyses how the contradictory relationship between these 

two discourses evolved over the course of the Zimbabwe crisis. From 2000 to 2008, the period 

covering the onset, deterioration and nadir of the Zimbabwe crisis, South Africa’s foreign 

policy goals, embodied in its ‘quiet diplomacy’ approach towards the Zimbabwean regime, go 

a long way towards explaining the (lack of) immigration regime put in place to deal with the 

Zimbabwean influx. This changed in 2008, when a humanitarian emergency in Zimbabwe led 

to an unprecedented influx of desperate Zimbabweans and deadly xenophobic riots broke out 

across South Africa. The agonised soul searching following the riots contributed to a noticeably 

firmer South African diplomacy towards the parties to the Zimbabwe conflict; a more critical 

stance towards the ruling ZANU-PF; closer government attention to domestic anti-immigrant 

sentiments; and attempts at regularising and controlling the Zimbabwean influx.  
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The article concludes with two sets of observations. First, it sums up the complex dynamics of 

the securitisation process of Zimbabwean immigration and its eventual impact on South 

African foreign policy. Second, it draws on this study of securitisation from below to provide 

some conclusions on the analytical framework of the securitisation approach. This said, the 

argument in this article is not theory driven. The main aim is to further our understanding of 

the relationship between immigration and immigration responses, on the one hand, and foreign 

policy choices on the other, in the case of South Africa.  

Securitisation from below: an analytical framework 

There has been a constructivist turn in security studies over the past couple of decades, 

predicated on the observation that security threats are not objectively given realities, but 

intersubjectively constituted through social processes.8 Our understanding of the phenomenon 

of migration is perhaps the best example of this: the tendency to perceive human movement 

through a security lens has become increasingly common over the past couple of decades.9 One 

way of explaining this trend is to describe some aspects of migration and some types of 

migrants as having become securitised: Instead of being discussed as a political, social or 

economic challenge, migration is framed in the language of existential and urgent threat, as 

dictated by the concept of security.10 

The securitisation approach, first formulated by the Copenhagen School in the early 1990s, 

takes as its starting point the insight that security agendas are the results of political battles. 

The winners of security debates are successful in securitising the issue they are championing, 

i.e. transferring it from the sphere of normal politics to that of the politics of threat, urgency 

and survival. In the Copenhagen School terminology, a securitising move is to present 

something to an audience as an existential threat to a particular referent object and to argue that 

this threat must be counteracted urgently and by all means necessary. A successful 
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securitisation means that the threat is placed on a prioritised ‘high politics’ agenda. It also 

involves an acceptance that the threat may be dealt with through exceptional and emergency 

measures – suspending ordinary procedures and rules by which action would otherwise be 

bound.11  

The Copenhagen School suggests that securitising moves usually take the form of speech acts 

uttered by politically influential elites. A speech act is an utterance that also involves an action: 

‘by saying the words, something is done’.12 A securitising speech act presents a threat and, 

when successful, creates a sense of crisis and urgency which allows for exceptional and 

emergency measures to be taken to counteract the threat. The emphasis on elites is predicated 

on the assumption that a securitising speech act is far more likely to be successful if speakers 

hold a position of authority, power and expertise or are seen (by the audience of the securitising 

act) as legitimate representatives of the group for whom they speak. Thus traditional security 

policy elites, such as heads of state, cabinet ministers (especially foreign ministries, defence 

departments and homeland security), heads of intelligence agencies and defence bodies, are 

usually in a privileged position to speak authoritatively on security.  

 While analysing elite level speech acts is important for tracing the securitisation process of 

Zimbabwean immigration to South Africa, it is not sufficient. The elite focus means that 

securitisation processes are mapped primarily through studying the contestation of threat 

definitions.13 Little emphasis is laid on structural factors, whether discursive structures such as 

the inherent constraints of the concept of security, or bureaucratic or societal structures, with 

deep-rooted practices and power relations. Securitising moves that stray too far from 

linguistically, historically and socially embedded practices will struggle to succeed. And 

certain securitisations are promoted by bureaucracies if they confirm institutional values, 

advance institutional goals or confirm existing power relations (including self-preservation and 

advancement in competition with other institutions and bureaucracies). Thus, the Copenhagen 
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School has been criticised for focusing too narrowly on the utterances of small elites, to the 

detriment of broader discursive, historical, social or bureaucratic processes and structures.14  

Since the success of a securitising move involves its acceptance by an audience, it is necessary 

to determine who this significant audience is.15 In a democracy, there is a presumption that 

threat contestations are battled out in a public arena and that securitisations are the results of 

broad acceptance of threat depictions. This understanding becomes problematic in non-

democratic countries, where the threat perceptions and needs of rulers can differ widely from 

those of the ruled, and where the ruled may have few opportunities to make a ‘securitising 

move’. But even in democratic countries, widespread popular fears and hatreds do not 

necessarily translate into a successful securitisation. A key criterion for determining if a 

securitising move has been successful is not only that it has been accepted by an audience, but 

that this audience is ‘significant’, meaning that it is in a position to act urgently and in 

emergency mode to deal with the perceived threat. In other words, the securitising move needs 

to translate into policy changes or changes in behaviour to urgently tackle the threat. At the 

national level, governments therefore remain the most central audience in need of convincing 

for a securitising move to become successful, since governments possess executive powers to 

carry out policies in security mode.16  

This point seems to suggest that the Copenhagen School is right after all to pragmatically retain 

a statist, or rather governmental, bias in their analytical framework. However, the convoluted 

trajectory of the securitisation of Zimbabwean immigrants in South Africa reveals a 

complicated multi-level relationship between securitising actors, audiences and messages. This 

confirms Stritzel’s assertion that ‘in empirical studies one cannot always figure out clearly 

which audience is when and why most relevant, what implications it has if there are several 

audiences and when exactly an audience is “persuaded”’.17 Many securitisation processes can 

only be mapped by studying a range of securitising actors, audiences and messages, where 
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securitising actors are often simultaneously audiences and where differing securitising 

messages can be drawn from the same securitising move.  

I set out in Table 1 an analytical grid of the three significant actor groups that have been 

involved in the securitisation of Zimbabwean immigration, both as securitising/non-

securitising actors and as significant audiences. They are: First, the traditional security elite, 

made up of government security policy makers such as the President’s Office and the top 

foreign, security, defence and intelligence policy ministers, bureaucrats and advisers. Second, 

other members of the political elite, not directly related to traditional security policy making, 

particularly the leadership of the DHA and the police. The third group I depict as the ‘grassroots 

level’, poor South Africans living in the areas most affected by the Zimbabwean influx – the 

informal settlements, inner-city areas and townships. Within this broad group we find, among 

others, community leaders, vigilante groups, local political actors and administrators, criminal 

networks and gangs. Based on this division we can produce an analytical grid depicting the 

relationship between securitising actors and audiences and the likely outcome (successful, 

partially successful or weakly successful securitisations) of particular actor/audience 

constellations.  

This article shows that securitisation can take place ‘from below’: grassroots level actors have 

the potential to become significant securitisers, even in the face of resistance from traditional 

security elites. Securitisation from below is a slow and messy process. As this case shows, it 

can also be a dangerous one, both from the perspective of state stability and the human security 

of immigrants.  
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Table 1. Analytical grid: relationship between securitising actors and audiences  

Securitising actor Government security elite Other elite actors Grassroots level 

Audience 

Government 

security elite 

Head of state; 

foreign, security, 

defence and 

intelligence policy 

top bureaucrats, 

advisers and 

politicians 

Successful securitisation. 

Threats determined and 

accepted by security 

professionals and political 

leadership.  

The accepting audience is in 

a position of political power 

to enable it to instigate 

policies in security mode. 

Successful securitisation. 

Elite actors other than the 

traditional security elite 

convince the latter of the 

existence of a threat. The 

accepting audience is in a 

position of power to 

instigate policies in security 

mode. 

Successful securitisation. 

Grassroots actors convince 

security elite to deal with a 

threat in security mode. 

Acceptance can happen 

responsively (‘accepting the 

will of the people’) or 

reluctantly (after protest, 

unrest, violence or threat of 

revolt. 

Other elite actors 

Department of 

Home Affairs 

(DHA) politicians 

and top 

bureaucrats, police 

and immigration 

authorities, parts of 

the media. 

Successful securitisation A 

broader elite audience 

accepts the securitisation, 

and promotes it to members, 

readers/listeners, thus 

ensuring broader support of 

government policies in 

security mode. 

Partially successful 

securitisation, although not 

enough to result in state 

policies in security mode. 

But with strong support 

among parts of the political 

elite, there is a good chance 

of momentum towards 

broader acceptance of the 

securitisation.   

Weakly successful 

securitisation. Enough to 

muster support from parts of 

the elite, but not enough to 

achieve decisive action to 

respond to the threat. Success 

depends on if these elite actors 

induce traditional security 

elites to instigate policies in 

security mode. 

Grassroots level 

Community 

organisations and 

leaders; protesters, 

demonstrators and 

local activists;  

vigilantes; gangs  

Successful securitisation 
accepted/reflected in 

popular perception and 

mood. Broad social support 

of the security elite’s claim 

for the need to instigate 

security policies to deal with 

the pronounced threat. 

Partially successful 

securitisation. Grassroots 

audiences accept the threat. 

But it depends on the 

particular political culture 

whether grassroots 

acceptance leads to actions 

in security mode – by 

grassroots actors themselves 

or eventually by 

governments. 

Weakly successful 

securitisation. Broad 

segments of the community 

feel threatened but do not have 

the power to influence political 

elites. The securitisation can 

nevertheless be successful in 

the sense that actions take 

place at grassroots level 

(vigilantism, local action, etc.) 

 

Post-Apartheid South Africa’s foreign policy discourse  

The ideas, beliefs and perceptions underpinning South Africa’s post-Apartheid foreign policy 

discourse can in short be characterised as a ‘discourse of African solidarity’. I outline the 

evolution of this discourse over the period between 1994 and 2000, in order to set the stage for 

understanding the foreign policy response to the Zimbabwe crisis in the 2000s. After the 

transition from Apartheid in 1994, the new ANC-led government sought to establish South 

Africa as a benevolent African great power and a global emerging power. Based on the ‘South 

African miracle’ which bestowed a sense of moral authority on the new regime,18 President 
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Nelson Mandela and his foreign policy advisors outlined an activist and high-profile agenda 

for the African continent and beyond, promising that human rights would be the guiding light 

of South African foreign policy.19 By voluntarily dismantling its nuclear arsenal and 

spearheading the global campaign to ban landmines, South Africa set a path towards ‘middle 

power’ status, aiming to become a multilateral activist playing a key role in niche areas of 

international politics.20  

However, it soon became clear that South Africa’s ability to punch above its weight in 

international arenas could not rely solely on the ethical credentials of its democratic transition. 

As the post-Apartheid exuberance settled, South Africa’s international stature became 

increasingly dependent on its ability to claim the status as a dominant power in sub-Saharan 

Africa and speak on behalf of its African peers. But Mandela’s bilateral and outspoken human 

rights approach had little traction in African politics. Other powerful African leaders, including 

Nigeria’s military dictator Sani Abacha, Zimbabwe’s president Robert Mugabe and Angola’s 

president José Eduardo Dos Santos, actively resisted South African leadership on the 

continent.21 Disputing the legitimacy of South Africa’s Africa interventions, they maintained 

– implied and overtly – that South Africa’s transition from white minority rule was little more 

than window dressing, and pointed out that white officers were still leading its armed forces, 

white bureaucrats still developing policy in the ministries, and white economic power still 

underpinning South Africa’s political might.22 Infamously, during a political row between 

Mandela and Abacha, the Nigerian information minister Walter Ofonagoro characterised South 

Africa as ‘a white country with a black head of state’23, a comment that was deeply hurtful to 

the ANC but found resonance with many African leaders concerned over South Africa’s 

ascendancy.  

Lack of capacity, experience and legitimacy among its African peers led the ANC government 

to abandon the more forceful and explicit human rights discourse set out by Mandela.24 A more 
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cautious foreign policy discourse on African solidarity, consensus and multilateralism took its 

place. This discourse was focused around president Thabo Mbeki’s vision of an African 

Renaissance or renewal,25 described as the fostering of peace and stability, democratisation, 

good governance and sustainable development in a manner suited to African peoples’ own 

histories and cultures. This includes a belief that African governments must work together 

through regional institutions to achieve the continent’s rightful place in global politics. African 

states must also pull together to reform the global economic system into one more equitable 

for Africa.26 While the African Renaissance and solidarity discourse has been ‘high on 

sentiment, low on substance’27, it has shaped, and continues to shape, the broad direction of 

South Africa’s foreign policy.  

One key message of this African Renaissance discourse is the affirmation – almost protestation 

– that South Africa is an African country, whose fate is inextricably linked to that of the rest of 

the continent. In 1993, Mandela asserted that ‘our destiny lies with Africa, and southern Africa 

in particular, but [we] will cooperate in the sphere, not dominate it’.28 Mbeki stated that ‘[s]uch 

are the political imperatives of the African Renaissance which are inspired both by our painful 

history of recent decades and the recognition of the fact that none of our countries is an island 

which can isolate itself from the rest, and that none of us can truly succeed if the rest fail’.29 

The island motif has been frequently repeated, for instance by the then deputy minister of 

foreign affairs, Aziz Pahad:  

‘We have to accept another basic reality, namely, that South Africa cannot be an island of prosperity in 

a sea of poverty. Our national interest is inextricably linked to what happens in our sub-region, SADC, 

and the continent of Africa. Therefore, the African Renaissance is a vision that must underscore our 

foreign policy activities.’30 

 

Implicit in this reasoning is the assertion that what is good for South Africa is good for Africa,31 

and that South Africa should be a key player in the continent’s renewal as a primus inter pares 
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among other African states. However, many other African governments remain sceptical 

towards this notion. To counteract accusations of self-interested economic motives driving 

South Africa’s foreign policy, the official discourse on South Africa’s connectedness to the 

rest of Africa is imbued throughout with an affirmation of African solidarity and repeated 

assertions of South Africa’s humility and sense of responsibility towards the African continent. 

Mandela stipulated that ‘the concerns and interests of the continent of Africa should be 

reflected in our foreign-policy choices’.32 Mbeki and his advisors developed this theme into a 

discourse of pan-African unity: Standing together, African countries are better able to resolve 

their own problems. They will also be able to assert African interests beyond the continent and 

finally gain an equitable role in global politics: ‘Africa’s time has come. The 21st Century must 

be the African Century.’33  

By the end of the 1990s the notion of African solidarity had come to include the aim to make 

do without non-African interventions – sloganised by Mbeki as ‘African solutions for Africa’s 

problems’.34 Such self-help was depicted as an important counterweight to the marginalisation 

of Africa in international politics. Western powers were invited to join African countries as 

partners in an African-led renewal project, but in a supporting rather than guiding role.35 South 

Africa has been at the forefront of campaigns for reforming international institutions such as 

the World Trade Organisation and the UN Security Council. Mandela declared that ‘[t]he 

United Nations should not be dominated by a single power or group of powers, or else its 

legitimacy will continuously be called into question’.36 When taking office in 1999, Mbeki 

elevated this theme of a structurally skewed and western dominated international system to a 

central position in the South African government’s foreign policy discourse. He repeated in 

numerous speeches that ‘the entire system of global political and economic governance [...] has 

to be reformed, among other things, to address the issue of equity among the nations and 

peoples of the world’.37 Linked to this was a less overtly stated theme of the importance of the 
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ANC as a national liberation movement, not only in transforming South Africa, but in exporting 

the domestic struggle for justice, human rights and democracy to African and global arenas.38  

Thus the foreign policy discourse projects the ANC government as a pivotal actor in the efforts 

to transform both African states and the international system into more representative and just 

entities. Portraying itself as the vanguard of the African Renaissance, the ANC leadership 

argues that ‘the [ANC] movement needs to continue, and deepen, its work towards the 

achievement of a better Africa and a better world’.39  

South Africa’s foreign policy discourse as it evolved in the first half-decade after the end of 

Apartheid was partly the result of deeply held convictions and partly a strategic positioning in 

order to achieve acceptance on the continent as a legitimate African great power. On the one 

hand, it harbours an activist vision of democracy, good governance, peace and prosperity on 

the African continent – to make the 21st Century the African Century.40 On the other hand, its 

efforts not to affront, alarm or annoy fellow African governments, has led to a rather convoluted 

and cautious discourse on how to achieve this vision. As Landsberg observes, ‘it is one thing 

to preach democratization and quite another to get other states to listen’.41 From Mandela’s 

lofty human rights assertions in 1993,42 the ANC government would by the year 2000 rather 

display an elitist version of African solidarity than criticise fellow African governments for 

human rights abuses or anti-democratic behaviour. South Africa’s democratisation and human 

rights agenda had to be pursued quietly, through mediation behind closed doors, and gradually, 

through strengthening the AU, SADC and other regional institutions. Asserting the need to 

defend African sovereignty against international interventionism, South Africa distanced itself 

from western powers. The motivation underlying this discourse was straight-forward: South 

Africa could only pursue its ambition to be an emerging power in global politics if it were 

widely perceived as representing the African continent. This in turn meant that South Africa 

required the acceptance of fellow African leaders that it was a truly African power rather than 
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a mouthpiece of the West or a vestige of colonialism and white domination. The need to be 

accepted by its African peers led South Africa’s foreign policy discourse to display elements 

of both leadership and humility.43 

South Africa’s immigration discourse 

At the same time as the ANC government’s foreign policy discourse relied on concepts of 

African solidarity and renaissance, a very different domestic discourse was constructed on the 

issue of African immigration, confirming the perception that African solidarity is the 

prerogative of the continent’s political elites. Always a ‘region on the move’44, southern Africa 

has witnessed centuries of great movements of people fleeing war and violence or seeking 

economic opportunities. In modern history, a vast but tightly controlled system of organised 

labour migration to South Africa’s mining and agricultural industry was put in place by colonial 

authorities and later expanded by the Apartheid regime.45 Millions of southern African 

labourers were allowed in when needed, closely monitored while in the country, and 

peremptorily repatriated when no longer required.  

As South Africa’s townships erupted into ‘ungovernability’ from the mid-1970s onwards, the 

Apartheid authorities’ ability to enforce draconian pass laws and immigration rules became 

increasingly feeble.46 As Apartheid was dismantled in 1994, significant numbers of 

undocumented African immigrants resided in South Africa. Faced with high unemployment 

figures, the ANC-led government put in place a new immigration regime to control and reduce 

the influx, making it almost impossible for African immigrants to obtain work permits and 

legal residency. But South Africa’s long and permeable borders, the economic disparity 

between South Africa and its neighbours, the relative ease of finding informal employment 

(e.g. in agriculture or domestic work), and the existence of well-established migration routes, 

combined to allow unprecedented levels of undocumented immigration. The most visible 
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aspect of this modern migration has been the explosion in the number of asylum seekers, filling 

the ranks of South Africa’s asylum queue with nationals of 89 different countries.47   

Human Rights Watch wrote already in 1998 that ‘South Africa’s public culture has become 

increasingly xenophobic’.48 Apartheid South Africa’s insulation from the rest of Africa resulted 

in a self-image of exceptionalism and superiority, combined with a sense of being under siege. 

Democratic South Africa in many ways retained this siege mentality. Many black and white 

South Africans share a view of the rest of the continent as less advanced, and worry about the 

African backward ‘other’.49 This has led to the framing of immigration as a traditional security 

discourse of ‘us’ versus ‘them’, where the threatening other are African immigrants and the 

threat is depicted as a toxic mix of criminality, disease, job stealing and scrounging on the 

welfare system.50 The perceived victims of this threat are particularly the marginalised and 

jobless urban poor. African immigrants have come to function as scapegoats for the many 

socio-economic ills afflicting townships, informal settlements and inner-city areas.  

Xenophobia and autochthony (a ‘sons of the soil’ mentality) has been on the rise over the past 

couple of decades, not only in South Africa, but in many parts of Africa.51 South Africa’s anti-

immigrant xenophobic discourse has in particular been driven by the DHA. Chief Mangosuthu 

Buthelezi, Minister of Home Affairs from 1994 to 2004, was deeply hostile to African 

immigrants.52 He posited ‘illegal immigration’ as the most important threat facing South 

Africa, warranting draconian counter-measures. His views bolstered widespread xenophobic 

sentiments within South African society, media and the political establishment.53  

The anti-immigrant xenophobic discourse centred in particular on crime, although welfare 

scrounging54, the spread of disease,55 and job stealing also figured prominently. Even Mbeki, 

in an unusual outburst while Vice-President, was quoted in the Malawian newspaper as saying: 

‘Our people are just loafing in the streets at the expense of foreigners flooding our offices and 
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mines. The Home Affairs Ministry will have to sort this thing out [. . .] these foreigners have 

to go back home’.56 In 1997, the then Defence Minister Joe Modise blamed high crime rates 

on immigrants, complaining ‘what can we do? We have one million illegal immigrants in our 

country who commit crimes’.57 Police, migration authorities and parts of the media shared the 

unsubstantiated assumption that ‘illegal’ migrants were the main cause of the country’s dismal 

crime figures.58 Research into the relationship between immigrants and crime does not show 

migrants to be less law abiding than South Africans.59 Yet the then Director-General of Home 

Affairs, Billy Masetlha, misleadingly claimed in 2002 that: 

Approximately 90 per cent of foreign persons who are in RSA with fraudulent documents, i.e., either 

citizenship or migration documents, are involved in other crimes as well (...) it is quicker to charge 

these criminals for their false documentation and then to deport them than to pursue the long route in 

respect of the other crimes that are committed.60 

The criminalising and xenophobic discourse on African immigration was accompanied by a 

securitised Apartheid era-style paramilitary police practice of ‘controlling’ undocumented 

migration through massive night-time raids on urban areas; scooping up, arresting and 

deporting anyone without papers.61 Such police practices confirmed and reinforced the images 

presented by the xenophobic discourse of immigrants as threatening, intruding aliens against 

whom it was justified to use violence and force. In this sense, the xenophobic discourse was a 

successful ‘securitising move’, in the Copenhagen School terminology, legitimising actions in 

emergency mode. Both discourse and police practice had broad resonance among the 

population: In 1997, 48 percent of South Africans surveyed felt that African immigrants were 

a ‘criminal threat’; 37 percent perceived them as threatening jobs and the economy, while 29 

percent believed they brought diseases into the country.62 The anti-foreigner discourse made 

no attempt at discerning undocumented migrants from those in the country legally, lumping 

everybody together in the term ‘illegal alien’.63   

Returning to the analytical grid of the relationship between securitising actors and audiences 

set out earlier, it is noteworthy that South Africa’s traditional security policy elite – the 
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presidency and the foreign, defence and intelligence community – had little input into this 

securitisation discourse. Instead, a lower tier of South Africa’s political elite, particularly the 

DHA, were its main propagators.64 This discourse, and the police practices accompanying it, 

then found resonance among the urban poor, frustrated with lack of jobs, housing, and 

opportunity. The xenophobic discourse and brutal police conduct against immigrants created a 

permissive environment within which an otherwise disempowered part of the population could 

vent their anger, resentment, frustration and fear on a group even more vulnerable than itself.65 

Thus, in the period 1994-2000, the securitisation of African immigration took place as a 

negotiation between ‘second-tier’ elite securitisers within Home Affairs and the police and a 

responsive grassroots audience (although it should be made clear that far from all township 

dwellers were xenophobic).  At the same time, the traditional security policy elite displayed 

little interest in migration issues and, with few exceptions, did not opt into the Home Affairs 

xenophobic discourse. Instead, it subsumed the immigration challenge under the logic of the 

foreign policy discourse of African solidarity: the influx of fellow Africans was a burden South 

Africa would have to shoulder due to the obligations conferred on South Africa by its great 

power status and the long history of injustice inflicted by the Apartheid regime on the region. 

The South African response to the Zimbabwe crisis  

This article is not concerned with the causes of the political and economic debacle that has 

engulfed Zimbabwe for over a decade, but with how the ensuing mass Zimbabwean exodus 

has affected both South Africa’s domestic immigration policy and its strategy for dealing with 

the situation next door. The remainder of this article depicts the competition between the logics 

of the Home Affairs xenophobic discourse, which has resonated strongly at grassroots level, 

and the foreign policy African solidarity discourse, promoted by South Africa’s most powerful 

political elite, in influencing South Africa’s response to the Zimbabwe crisis. From the point 
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of view of securitisation theory, the process of securitisation of Zimbabwean immigration has 

been unorthodox in that it has been pushed from below, and resisted from above.  

South Africa’s foreign policy goals towards Zimbabwe 

South Africa’s foreign policy aims towards Zimbabwe have been characterised as perplexing 

even by veteran analysts.66 As summed up by Garth le Pere, ‘“quiet diplomacy” in Zimbabwe 

and [the] May 2008 xenophobic violence have challenged South Africa’s international 

legitimacy as a moral leader of the Global South’.67 However, when viewed within the context 

of the foreign policy discourse on African solidarity, its Zimbabwe approach becomes more 

explicable. South Africa’s foreign policy objectives are not merely to restore and strengthen 

democracy in Zimbabwe and reduce the influx of Zimbabweans onto its own soil. A more 

pressing concern for the ANC government has been how its handling of the Zimbabwe crisis 

affects its standing among other African governments.  

Infused with themes of racism and neocolonialism, the Zimbabwe debacle put to the test the 

ANC government’s core aim to establish South Africa as a truly African power, not a proxy 

for Western interests. Previously stung by Mugabe’s and other African leaders’ suggestions 

that South Africa may not have the interests of Africa at heart,68 it painstakingly avoided a 

response to the Zimbabwe crisis that could be construed as dictated by its own white minority 

or the former colonial power, Britain.69 Thus the international controversy around Zimbabwe 

contributed to radicalising South Africa’s African solidarity foreign policy discourse. The ANC 

government’s vocal defence of the sanctity of national sovereignty against western 

interventions took on a stronger hue in the 2000s.70 This was partly due to the more ideological 

foreign policy outlook of Mbeki compared to Mandela; partly a reaction to the American led 

War on Terror; and partly a result of what many South Africans perceived as disproportionate 

(and implicitly racist) western concern with the fate of white landowners in Zimbabwe. The 

anti-intervention theme already existed in the foreign policy discourse in the 1990s, but South 
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Africa’s preference for quiet and non-coercive diplomacy took on a dogmatic tint in the case 

of Zimbabwe. As western denunciation of ZANU-PF intensified, the ANC government’s 

inclination to understand African sovereignty as regime security became particularly 

pronounced in the case of Zimbabwe.71  

In Zimbabwe, not only regime security but the security of a fellow ruling party of national 

liberation, was at stake. Liberation credentials still matter to the ANC,72 and nowhere has this 

been more tangible than in its Zimbabwe diplomacy. In 2001 South Africa’s then president, 

Thabo Mbeki, wrote a long treatise entitled ‘How Will Zimbabwe Defeat its Enemies?’, 

addressed to the leadership of ZANU-PF but also circulated among ANC party members. 

While criticising many ZANU actions as counter-productive, including the land-grabbing by 

war-veterans and political violence against the opposition, the treatise revealed an inability to 

envision any other party ruling Zimbabwe than ‘the party of revolution’, ZANU-PF.73 Parts of 

the treatise conflate ‘the people of Zimbabwe’ with ZANU. Other parts acknowledge that 

ZANU has lost support among large parts of the Zimbabwean population, but argues this is 

because opposition voters have been misled: The opposition has seemingly taken over the 

defence of the democratic project, but is actually controlled by neo-colonial forces, within and 

outside Zimbabwe, opposed to the national democratic revolution.74 The treatise, together with 

South Africa’s actual mediation efforts and reluctance to criticise or otherwise undermine 

ZANU-PF, reveal a strong reluctance to envision the MDC taking office: democracy in 

Zimbabwe is desirable, but only if led by ZANU-PF. Although South Africa’s government 

would like to see a democratic, economically prosperous and stable Zimbabwe, the aims of its 

power-broking efforts have been to help ZANU-PF regain legitimacy rather than merely to 

ensure democratic restoration. Such an outcome would be in the interest of many of the SADC 

region’s governments, who as ‘brother presidents in sister parties’75 share ZANU-PF’s history 

as liberation movements.    
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South Africa’s response to the Zimbabwean influx 

The 2000s saw a decrease in overtly xenophobic statements uttered by Home Affairs and 

immigration authorities. This partly resulted from minister Buthelezi leaving office in 2004 

and partly from ANC concern over growing xenophobic violence. For instance, the resolutions 

from the ANC’s important 52nd National Conference in Polokwane in 2007 stated that ‘ANC 

structures must take a lead in fighting xenophobic practices’ and ‘acknowledge the valuable 

skills many immigrants bring to the country’. On the other hand, the same document introduced 

its section on ‘Immigration and Refugees’ by cautioning that immigration control poses ‘a 

challenge to the state’ and that revisions to the Immigration Act should ensure that ‘national 

and regional security concerns are addressed’. Since the document did not specify what such 

security concerns might be it did little to dispel the view that migrants themselves constitute a 

threat to South Africans.76  

While the Home Affairs xenophobic discourse was toned down, the securitised and 

criminalising police response to immigration continued unabated. The Home Affairs 

xenophobic discourse had contributed to setting the stage for a lawless environment for African 

immigrants and the neighbourhoods in which they lived: ‘Criminals, along with the police [...] 

learned to exploit foreigners’ vulnerabilities’ and as a result immigrants became 

disproportionately victims of criminal attacks.77 The rise in xenophobic violence, together with 

police harassment, detention and deportation, left African immigrants feeling profoundly 

insecure in their host country. South Africa had, by the time the influx of Zimbabweans 

gathered pace in the early 2000s, ‘[i]nstitutionalised attitudes and practices that dehumanise 

foreign nationals and/or minority groups and exclude them from access to social protection and 

rights’. A ‘culture of impunity’ had been entrenched ‘with regard to public violence in general 

and xenophobic violence in particular that encourages the ill intentioned to attack non-

nationals’.78 
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Township dwellers seemingly responded more readily to the continued high-visibility police 

securitisation of immigrants than to the government’s much less visible and ambivalent (as 

shown by the example from the 2007 Polokwane resolutions above) effort to tone down verbal 

attacks on immigrants. Thus grassroots level securitisations of African immigration – 

particularly the Zimbabwean influx – gathered pace in the 2000s. A survey on attitudes showed 

a steep rise in anti-immigrant sentiments from 1999 to 2006, with 35 (up from 25) percent of 

respondents favouring a total ban on immigration. Of those asked, only 12 percent had 

favourable views of Zimbabweans.79 The perception of immigrants as threats became more 

pervasive: in 2006, a majority of respondents agreed that migrants used up resources intended 

for South Africans (67%), committed crime (67%), took jobs away from South Africans (62%) 

and brought disease into the country (49%).80  

Concentrating on the response to Zimbabwean immigration, the official approach to this influx 

was contradictory. At the level of discourse, xenophobic statements were to some degree 

replaced by a ‘non-discourse’ of benign neglect preferred by the Presidency and foreign affairs 

officials. Mbeki displayed this laissez-faire view in one of his few comments on Zimbabwean 

immigration:  

As to this... inflow of illegal people, I personally think that it’s something we have to live with... it’s 

difficult; you can’t put a Great Wall of China between South Africa and Zimbabwe to stop people 

walking across.”81  

But little was done by the political elite to counteract widespread perceptions of fear and 

hostility towards foreigners among the populace. And at the level of immigration policy (rather 

than discourse), Zimbabwean immigrants were handled as a criminal invasion force that needed 

to be repulsed. Zimbabweans were treated as a group of illegal aliens eager to partake in South 

Africa’s relative riches of jobs and opportunity. The possibility that Zimbabweans might have 

protection needs was dismissed.82 DHA repeatedly declared that ‘Zimbabweans are here to 

work’. Official asylum statistics reveal a near-zero refugee recognition rate for Zimbabwean 
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asylum seekers. An unpublished recent review of asylum decisions made by the SADC office 

in one South African Refugee Reception Centre showed that of 15,000 asylum applications, 

only one was approved.83 This compares unfavourably to global recognition rates.84  

The main policy tool employed to ‘repulse’ the Zimbabwean immigration flow was detention 

and deportation. 17,000 Zimbabweans were deported in 2001, 72,000 in 2004,85 and 300,000 

in 2008, despite the acknowledgement by Home Affairs officials that deportations did little to 

reduce the number of Zimbabweans in South Africa.86 Dropped off at the Zimbabwean side of 

the Beit Bridge border, many deportees simply turned around and headed back into South 

Africa, either by fording the Limpopo river or by bribing their way past corrupt border officials. 

Thus the official immigration policy response to the Zimbabwean influx was muddled: part-

permissive, part-criminalising. The result was that most Zimbabweans, although portrayed as 

opportunistic illegal economic migrants, were able to stay and work in South Africa and remit 

money to increasingly desperate family members back home.  

This attitude of benign neglect from the foreign and security policy elite coupled with 

harassment, deportations and cursory rejections of asylum applications at the administrative 

level fit well with the ANC government’s foreign policy priorities of African solidarity and 

quiet diplomacy towards Zimbabwe. By broadly tolerating Zimbabwean migrants, South 

Africa became an economic and political safety valve for the Zimbabwean regime. Remittances 

from migrants contributed to Zimbabwe’s economy and helped ordinary Zimbabweans 

survive. Politically, it was helpful for ZANU-PF that many opposition supporters and activists 

were exiled. As the main SADC mediator between ZANU-PF and the MDC, South Africa 

never brought up, or included, the diaspora when discussing voting rights in Zimbabwean 

elections despite the fact that a ‘voter drain’ of maybe one million (largely opposition) voters 

would affect election outcomes. 
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The quiet diplomacy strategy made it essential for the ANC government to down-play the 

political dimension of Zimbabwean flight, as seen in the near-zero refugee recognition rate of 

Zimbabwean asylum seekers. Thus South Africa’s immigration approach could not be 

construed as a criticism of ZANU-PF or an acknowledgment of opposition grievances. The 

choice of approach was not politically neutral: it avoided adding legitimacy to the MDC’s 

cause. The asylum approach also supported South Africa’s strong commitment to national 

sovereignty. By not granting asylum to Zimbabweans, South Africa avoided indirectly 

criticising the internal politics of a sovereign country. Up until 2008 the twice-weekly 

deportation trains to the Beit Bridge border were a constant signal that South African 

authorities did not consider the Zimbabwe crisis to be much of a crisis at all. 

Humanitarian disaster, xenophobic riots and a foreign policy shift 

2008 was a watershed both within Zimbabwe and for the ANC government’s foreign and 

migration policy response to the Zimbabwe crisis. Within Zimbabwe, the situation reached a 

low point, with violent and rigged elections, hyperinflation, internal displacement, food 

shortages and a cholera outbreak. At the same time, South Africa’s economy was slowing. As 

a humanitarian emergency developed in Zimbabwe, Zimbabweans grew more desperate to 

enter South Africa but were less welcome on their arrival. Xenophobic violence became 

widespread and detention and deportation efforts were stepped up.87 In May that year, 

xenophobic riots started in the Alexandra township of Johannesburg and quickly spread across 

South Africa. As Zimbabweans and other foreign nationals flocked into temporary IDP camps, 

or to the Refugee Reception Centres to seek the relative protection granted the owner of an 

asylum seekers permit, South Africa became the world’s number one asylum destination.88 

Order was only restored through large-scale military deployment in the worst-affected 

townships and settlements. The shame and soul searching following the riots was palpable. In 

an effort to stop the violence, Archbishop Desmond Tutu declared that ‘[t]he world is shocked 
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and is going to laugh at us and mock us. We are disgracing our struggle heroes. Our children 

will condemn us in the future’.89 President Mbeki declared South Africa ‘disgraced’ and 

national papers announced this as ‘arguably the most grave, dark and repulsive moment in the 

life of our young nation’.90 

This combination of humanitarian crisis inside Zimbabwe, cholera spreading across the border, 

and shock over the xenophobic riots, jolted the government foreign and security policy elite, 

particularly in the President’s Office, out of its complacent attitude of benign neglect towards 

the Zimbabwean influx. A change in policy approach was instituted both towards Zimbabwean 

immigrants and towards the ZANU-PF regime. While not a u-turn, this approach was more 

activist and energetic, more sympathetic to the plight of ordinary Zimbabweans, and less 

sympathetic to the ZANU-PF regime. The era of benign neglect was over.  

First, in the area of immigration policy, South Africa introduced for the first time a specific 

regime for Zimbabweans, including automatic 90-day visa-free entry, a moratorium on 

deportations and a ‘special dispensation’ that would allow all Zimbabweans to live, work, 

receive schooling and healthcare for a 6-month period in South Africa. The humanitarian 

disaster in Zimbabwe encouraged agreement among the relevant government departments 

(DHA, the Department for International Relations and Cooperation (DIRCO), and the 

President’s Office) on the moratorium on deportations as a ‘humanitarian policy’. It is less 

clear if the special dispensation as such had widespread government support. The Home Affairs 

minister left office only weeks after announcing it, and her successor, Nkozasana Dlamini-

Zuma, never implemented it. As a result, the new policy from April 2009 entailed a moratorium 

on deportations, but did not regularise Zimbabweans’ stay in South Africa. The ensuing 

uncertainty meant that pressure on the asylum system continued to rise. New Zimbabwean 

applications rose from 122,600 in 2008 to 149,453 in 2009.91 A new initiative launched in 
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September 2011, the Zimbabwean Documentation Process, also left the majority of 

Zimbabwean immigrants unregistered.  

The new policy had three effects: First, it relieved the humanitarian situation within Zimbabwe 

by allowing remittances to flow freely. Second, it helped control the cholera epidemic, since 

cholera victims present in South Africa no longer felt forced to hide in fear of deportation. 

Third, it sent a signal to the South African population, for the first time, of a sense of solidarity 

with ordinary Zimbabweans rather than exclusively with the Zimbabwean regime. Thus, it was 

a first step towards counteracting the prevailing securitising discourse of Zimbabweans as just 

another group of opportunistic ‘African others’ posing a threat to the jobs, health and safety of 

South African citizens. For instance, in June 2008, the then Labour minister, Membathisi 

Mdladlana, declared it ‘a misconception to conclude that migrants steal jobs from South 

Africans. The opposite is actually true.’ He continued, ‘[i]n the last two months we have our 

people being easily misled into believing that their genuine concerns on poverty and 

unemployment are caused by our fellow brothers and sisters from Africa.’92 Such comments 

aside, the shift was a matter of degree rather than wholesale change. The policy of routine 

refusal to grant asylum to Zimbabweans continued, and the asylum determination system 

remained riddled with problems of corruption and poor capacity.93 

Second, there was also a shift in foreign policy. The xenophobic riots and unrest in South 

Africa, worsening political violence against opposition supporters in Zimbabwe, and the influx 

into South Africa of victims of Zimbabwe’s humanitarian emergency, all contributed to a 

marked change in the ANC government’s mediation efforts. Unprecedentedly, ANC officials 

began to openly criticise their ZANU-PF counterparts. Soon after the xenophobic riots started, 

Pallo Jordan, member of the ANC’s National Executive Committee (NEC), wrote in a 

commentary: 
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 If ZANU (PF) has lost the confidence of a substantial number of the citizens of that country, such that 

the only means by which it can win elections is either by intimidating the people or otherwise rigging 

them, it has only itself to blame. Nobody doubts the anti-imperialist credentials of ZANU (PF), but that 

cannot be sufficient reason to support it if it is misgoverning Zimbabwe and brutalising the people.94 

A month later, on 24 June 2008, President Zuma stated at a press conference in Johannesburg 

that “[w]e cannot agree with ZANU-PF. We cannot agree with them on values [...]. We fought 

for the right of people to vote, we fought for democracy.”95 The ANC party released a statement 

the same day declaring that it was ‘deeply dismayed by the actions of the government of 

Zimbabwe, which is riding roughshod over the hard-won democratic rights of the people of 

that country’.96 Later that year the ANC Secretary-General Gwede Mantashe stated that 

abduction and detention without trial in Zimbabwe ‘tests the very fabric of the liberation we 

fought for in this region of Africa’. 97 

The hard talk was followed by heavy diplomatic pressure on both ZANU-PF and opposition 

MDC politicians to force through a transition coalition government in Zimbabwe. The Global 

Political Agreement (GPA) left President Mugabe at the helm but created the position of Prime 

Minister for MDC-leader Morgan Tsvangirai. The GPA was a typical creature of South African 

diplomacy: a government of national unity dominated by the previously ruling party, ZANU-

PF. As such it was far from a return to democracy, but it reduced political violence within 

Zimbabwe, allowed its economy to stabilise, and mitigated the influx into South Africa. The 

moratorium on deportations supported South Africa’s efforts to make this coalition work: 

Economically, it eased the strain on Zimbabwe’s economy by not hampering the flow of 

remittances. Politically, with the moratorium in place, there would be no sudden mass return 

of exiled Zimbabwean opposition sympathisers with the potential to destabilise the fragile 

compromise between ZANU-PF and the MDC. 

Conclusion: securitisation from below and its impact 

This article has aimed to show that South Africa’s immigration and foreign policies towards 

Zimbabwe are best understood when analysed together, and within a securitisation framework. 
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The pushing through of the GPA should be understood as the result of an uneasy compromise 

between domestic and foreign policy concerns. I will conclude by summing up the nature of 

this compromise and the role ‘securitisation from below’ played in amending South Africa’s 

foreign policy approach from mid-2008 onwards. This done, I use the findings from this study 

of the complex relationship between securitising actors and audiences to suggest some avenues 

for further exploration within securitisation theory.  

For most of the 2000s, the official approach to the Zimbabwean immigration crisis was one of 

‘benign neglect’, ignoring widespread resentment and fear within South Africa towards 

immigrants in order to pursue a foreign policy strategy of (elite) African solidarity and quiet 

diplomacy towards the Zimbabwean regime. This policy was driven by the foreign and security 

policy elite, especially in the President’s office. It can be described as a ‘non-securitising’ 

silence more than a desecuritising discourse, since there were few attempts at counteracting 

anti-immigrant sentiments displayed by other parts of the political elite and at grassroots level. 

Existing alongside this non-securitising silence was the xenophobic Home Affairs discourse. 

Although this discourse was slightly dampened in the 2000s, immigration authorities and the 

police maintained a high level of harassment of Zimbabweans in South Africa, thus continuing 

to send out the message to the South African populace that Zimbabweans were not welcome. 

Harassment aside, the overall approach of benign neglect emanating from the highest echelons 

of power in South Africa ensured that most Zimbabweans were allowed to enter, stay, work, 

and send money to their family back home in Zimbabwe. 

The Home Affairs xenophobic discourse had strong resonance at grassroots level, and it was 

in the townships and informal settlements that the securitisation of Zimbabwean immigration 

increased in intensity. Xenophobic violence, vigilantism and public protests against poor 

service delivery increased over the course of the 2000s, and the riots of May 2008 raised the 

spectre of the ‘ungovernable’ townships of the 1980s. Interviews with township dwellers after 
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the riots depicted not only resentment against foreigners, but a sense of marginalisation and 

alienation vis-a-vis the government: 

Government is fighting against us, employers are fighting against us, and foreigners are fighting against 

us. That is why we fight against them (foreigners), because they are nearer. They don’t support us in 

our struggle.98 

African immigrants, and Zimbabweans in particular, were the easiest immediate target of this 

venting of anger, but the securitisation of immigration was part of a broader breakdown of trust 

in the authorities and a sense that township dwellers must fend for themselves.  

As Balzacq argues, ‘the success of securitisation is contingent upon a perceptive 

environment’.99 In this case the traditional security elite can be described as the significant 

audience for grassroots level securitisation attempts: Initially this elite audience was not 

responsive to securitisation from below, but as grassroots level actions in security mode 

became more widespread and challenging to elite authority, the environment for the 

securitisation of Zimbabwean immigration became more conducive. This resulted in the 

securitisation becoming partially successful in that it contributed to changing the direction and 

vigour of the government’s mediation efforts in Zimbabwe. After almost a decade of no 

movement in the negotiations between the parties, the South African mediation team forced 

through the GPA in a short spate of time.   

The securitisation from below of Zimbabwean immigration was nevertheless only partially 

successful. It has contributed to shaping both South African foreign and immigration policy 

since 2008. However, South Africa’s current Zimbabwe policy reflects an uneasy compromise 

between domestic pressure and foreign policy aims. As argued by Jordaan, if made to choose, 

South Africa prefers stability over democracy and incumbents over opposition groups in its 

African foreign policy.100 In Zimbabwe, this has involved finding ways in which South Africa 

could help defuse and placate opposition movements rather than support their ambitions to take 
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power. Critics argue that the GPA coalition government has co-opted MDC politicians into 

ministerial positions without allowing broader reform of Zimbabwean politics or challenged 

ZANU-PF’s hold on this politics.101  

A way to aid this outcome of ‘controlled democracy’ in Zimbabwe is to ensure that the 

opposition-dominated diaspora in South Africa does not return too soon or in too disorderly a 

manner. The ‘brain drain’ from Zimbabwe is also a voter drain. Although constitutional reform 

and free and fair elections are central elements of the GPA, neither ZANU-PF nor the South 

African mediation team have opened the door for including the diaspora in consultations over 

constitutional reform.  

In terms of theoretical findings, this study highlights the importance of studying securitisation 

processes as a series of shifting relationships between several significant audience and actor 

groups. Analysis should never proceed on the assumption that securitisation processes are 

driven by political elites, but should be conducted across layers of securitising actors and 

audiences at different levels of power and influence. In the case of South Africa, while each 

group responded to securitisation and non-securitisation attempts of the other groups, a gradual 

process of securitisation from below eventually led to the grassroots ‘being heard’ despite their 

marginal position in national politics. But it was the violent response in the form of riots and 

vigilantism, not the persuasive nature of their argument casting immigrants as threats, that led 

the foreign and security policy elite to respond. Thus, the securitisation from below was 

‘successful’ only when it in turn became securitised by the government as a potential threat to 

domestic stability, rule of law and state monopoly on violence. The response from the elite was 

not to clamp down on immigrants and chase them out of South Africa’s townships. After all, 

the detention and deportation policy pursued for over a decade had proven both ineffectual and 

highly problematic from the point of view of the country’s liberal constitution and international 

reputation. Instead the response was an attempt to control immigration numbers through 
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improving conditions in the sending country, Zimbabwe, while publicly declaring the riots as 

shameful ‘criminal acts against our African brothers and sisters’.102 ‘Successful’ or partially 

successful securitisation does not, then, necessarily involve acceptance by the elite of the 

rationale behind the securitising move. In this case, government action to control Zimbabwean 

immigration numbers was one of several measures aimed at curbing the spread of vigilante 

groups and xenophobic violence, rather than proof of the acceptance of the claim that 

Zimbabwean immigrants constituted a national threat. This distinction between ‘success’ and 

‘accept’ is important for our understanding of how battles for securitisation takes place in the 

political sphere.  

Another theoretical insight offered by this study of ‘securitisation from below’ is that 

securitising acts need not be speech acts, and that non-verbal acts should be included in our 

study of securitisation processes. The urban poor have little voice in South African politics. 

Instead, other forms of symbolic securitising acts were utilised, particularly violence. Williams 

and Hansen have both highlighted the importance of including the role of images in 

securitisation processes.103 In South Africa, one such potent image was the use of ‘necklacing’ 

in the murder of African immigrants during the xenophobic riots.104 This symbolic securitising 

act pointed back to the anti-Apartheid struggle of the 1980s when this horrific practice was 

used against suspected police informers. 

Several questions arise from this study, both regarding the future of Zimbabweans in South 

Africa and the situation within Zimbabwe. The uneasy compromise that ensued between 

immigration and foreign policy has persisted since 2008. It has led to some improvements for 

Zimbabweans in South Africa, with opportunities (at least for some) to regularise their stay and 

the moratorium on deportations kept in place. It has also led to a more robust attitude towards 

ZANU-PF to ensure that the GPA survives and Zimbabwe does not again descend into violence 

and economic chaos on a scale leading to another surge in the arrival of destitute Zimbabweans 
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in South Africa, as happened in 2008.105 On the other hand, although more pressure has been 

brought to bear on ZANU-PF, quiet diplomacy and African solidarity continues to guide South 

Africa’s response to the Zimbabwe crisis. The ANC government seldom acknowledges the 

political, not only the economic, nature of the Zimbabwean exodus, and has done little to 

counteract the image of Zimbabweans as opportunistic job stealers. As a result, xenophobic 

attacks remain common. Although the 2008 riots have been thoroughly debated in the South 

African public sphere, it is not clear that this debate has been conducted in terms understood 

or accepted among the urban poor.  

In South Africa, the grassroots securitisation of Zimbabwean immigration had to turn 

extremely violent, creating widespread public disorder, in order to achieve some form of 

recognition by those with the power to affect policy. This undermined the human security of 

immigrants, sound community relations and even the legitimacy of state authority. By using a 

negligent attitude to Zimbabwean immigration as a foreign policy tool, the government fuelled 

an already ripe xenophobic atmosphere. The current compromise between foreign policy and 

domestic security concerns remains fragile and will be severely tested when new elections in 

Zimbabwe, scheduled for 2012, are likely to cause renewed tension and violence within 

Zimbabwe, which again may lead to a new surge of Zimbabweans crossing the Limpopo river 

into South Africa.  
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