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Abstract 

Many people from other African countries migrate to South Africa, leaving their families in 

their countries of origin in search for opportunities to support them financially. When 

entering this country, however, these migrants are more frequently faced with discrimination 

and exclusions from various social and economic opportunities. With belonging being 

regarded as an integral part of migrants’ settlement to a country, the question is raised 

regarding how this is navigated, and whether a sense of belonging can be experienced. Some 

argue that migrants’ relationships and sustained connections with their families ‘back home’ 

help them mitigate these challenging conditions. This study endeavours to contribute to the 

body of knowledge by using an ecosystemic perspective to explore African migrants’ 

experiences of belonging in a South African community, and the role that their families in 

their countries of origin may play. The participants consisted of working-class African 

migrants, and the data obtained was analysed using thematic analysis. The findings of this 

study reveal that a general sense of belonging is not experienced by African migrants in 

Olievenhoutbosch, although some spaces of belonging related to their national, cultural or 

religious identities are evident. Relationships with their families in their countries of origin 

are actively maintained with the help of Information Communication Technologies through 

regular contact and attempts at upholding familial obligations mostly with remittances. 

Lastly, the study reveals that migrants long for their families and countries of origin and this 

contributes to their sense of not belonging to the host community.  

 

Keywords: Belonging, family relationships, South African migration, Ecosystemic 

perspective 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

Title 
Belonging and Family Relationships: The Experiences of Immigrants in Olievenhoutbosch 

Introduction 

It is no mystery that all people desire to be connected to others and experience a sense 

of belonging in the place where they live (Allen & Kern, 2017; George & Selimos, 2019). 

Feeling a sense of belonging is regarded by many scholars and theorists as an innate need and 

is likened by some to be as strong as the need for food (Allen & Kern, 2017; Baumeister & 

Leary, 1995; Maslow, 1971; Rogers, 1951). The place where one is born as well as one’s 

family of origin are often regarded as the first place in which this sense of belonging can be 

experienced as it is a space that can bring a sense of emotional connectedness and identity 

(Marchetti-Mercer, 2006). However, in a context of economic crisis and political instability, 

many people are forced to leave these spaces of belonging and embark on a pursuit to find 

opportunities to better their lives and the lives of those they have left behind (Belford & 

Lahiri-Roy, 2019; Falicov, 2016a; Mosselson, 2010; Rutherford, 2008; Saayman, 2016). This 

is the reality for many African migrants, who move to South Africa with the hopes that they 

would find opportunities to improve the economic circumstances of their families, and 

further, that their move is only temporary (Adepoju, 2003; Falicov, 2016a; Mosselson, 2010).  

The extensive migration systems rooted in South Africa’s history along with an 

inclusive and liberal legislation created with the new democratic state provides an 

understanding for why South Africa is regarded as the nation in Africa that receives the most 

immigrants (Gordon, 2015; Landau, 2006, 2009). Seen as the centre of South Africa’s 

economy, Gauteng is the most prominent destination for such migrants (Landau, 2005b, 

2009). Although it is practically impossible to obtain accurate data, the National Census has 
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estimated that almost half of the predicted 1,02 million people who will migrate to South 

Africa between 2016 and 2021 will reside in Gauteng (Statistics South Africa, 2018, 2019). 

These immigrants commonly involve refugees, asylum seekers and economic migrants from 

other African nations such as Lesotho, Zimbabwe, Mozambique and Malawi (Gordon, 2015; 

Kapindu, 2011; Landau, 2006; Mosselson, 2010).  

With the abovementioned reasons for migration, it is very common among these 

migrants to maintain their family relationships across borders (Ehrkamp & Leitner, 2006; 

Falicov, 2005; Palmary, 2018). Whilst maintaining ties with their families back ‘home’ and 

endeavouring to support them, migrants in South Africa are often faced with anti-

immigration attitudes at the public and civilian levels (Crush, 2001; Gordon, 2015; Landau, 

2010). These attitudes are said to be the source of the many xenophobic acts committed 

against African migrants, including police harassment, public violence, as well as exclusions 

from healthcare, education, social services and so forth (Alfaro-Velcamp & Shaw, 2016; 

Gordon, 2015; Mosselson, 2010).  

Olievenhoutbosch, an informal settlement situated on the border of Centurion and 

Midrand, is one such space where this may be a reality. Home to approximately 62 970 

people, of which 81% are South African citizens, this community hosts more than double the 

rate of foreign nationals than in Gauteng (Wazimap, 2011). Although there is a shortage of 

academic literature on this community, many newspaper articles and reports have shown that 

Olievenhoutbosch is an area where negative attitudes towards foreigners, as well as 

xenophobic attacks are highly prevalent (Brkic, 2010; du Plooy et al., 2006; International 

Organization for Migration, 2009). This is evident in the recent disputes in this community 

regarding illegal occupation, as many residents were said to illegally occupy the 

Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) houses (Moatshe, 2018; Tlhabye, 2017). 

Premier David Makhura strongly reprimanded those living there illegally, calling them tsotsis 
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(crooks), threatening to forcefully remove them, and calling for the deportation of illegal 

immigrants (Moatshe, 2018; Tlhabye, 2017). The housing riots in this community have led 

many immigrants to fear the possibility of xenophobic fury and their victimisation (Brkic, 

2010). During these riots, many immigrants were demanded to provide proof that they legally 

owned their houses (Hiropoulos, 2017). These riots included chants against foreign nationals 

as the homes of these immigrants were damaged and their windows broken (Hiropoulos, 

2017). Much like many other communities in South Africa, Olievenhoutbosch is an informal 

settlement that is currently faced with unrest and disapproval towards immigrants.  

It is thus no surprise that many migrants find it hard to experience a sense of 

belonging in their new country and often choose not to include themselves in the host 

communities (Crush, 2001; Landau & Freemantle, 2010). A sense of belonging is a crucial 

component in migrants’ settlement in their host country, and consequently a  lack of 

belonging therein may have negative implications in their settlement and ability to adapt to 

the losses involved in migration (Falicov, 2016a; George & Selimos, 2019). This is where 

their relationships with their families in their countries of origin may come into play, as the 

literature suggests that maintaining contact with those left behind may provide a sense of 

security whilst settling in their host country (Vaquera et al., 2017). These family relationships 

may further provide a space where they can experience a sense of belonging that the host 

country does not provide (Falicov, 2017; van Oudenhoven & Ward, 2013). This also  

highlights the importance of a systemic view which acknowledges that individual experiences  

are influenced by their families and other contexts (Bowen, 1978; Falicov, 2016b; Marchetti-

Mercer, 2006).  

Rationale 

There is a considerable body of research and seminal work that has investigated the 

effects of immigration on a sense of belonging. A substantial proportion of this has been 
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conducted outside the realms of South Africa (Anderson et al., 2011; Mustasaari, 2015; 

Nelson & Hiemstra, 2008; Nordberg, 2006; Skrbiš, 2008). Studies with South Africa in mind 

are mostly based on the perceptions, experiences, or attitudes of South Africans on 

immigrants, often with specific interest in xenophobia (Alfaro-Velcamp & Shaw, 2016; 

Gordon, 2015, 2017b; Landau, 2005b, 2010; Saayman, 2016). Those that have investigate the 

immigrants’ experiences mostly looked at the effects of these attitudes and perceptions on 

their cultural identity and sense of belonging (Crush, 2001; Landau, 2009; Landau & 

Freemantle, 2010; Rutherford, 2008).  

More often than not, these studies have been outside the realm of psychology. 

Palmary (2018) has argued that psychological research can greatly contribute to the 

understanding of transnational family relationships and belonging. This, along with the 

evident underrepresentation of psychology in migration studies, specifically on transnational 

families, is a topic of great concern (Palmary, 2018). In this era of increasing globalisation, 

this research is very important not only to understand human nature, but also to assist in 

family interventions (Falicov, 2005; Palmary, 2018). They further argue that it is time for 

psychology as a discipline to contribute to this field by yielding psychologically 

comprehensive research and theoretical literature (Palmary, 2018). Furthermore, ‘belonging’ 

which in itself is described as indefinite and in a constant process of change (Yuval-Davis, 

2006), has not been researched to a great extent in South Africa. Therefore, whilst 

acknowledging its limited scope, this study aims to contribute to these gaps in the field of 

psychological research and provide a better understanding of the experiences of belonging 

among African immigrants in Olievenhoutbosch and the role that their families of origin play.   
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The structure of this thesis is as follows: 

 Chapter One: Introduction  

 This chapter aims to introduce the reader to the study by providing an orientation to 

the topic under investigation and the community in which the study was conducted. It further 

endeavours to highlight the need for research in the field of migration and family 

relationships from a psychological perspective.  

Chapter Two: Literature Review 

This chapter strives to provide a comprehensive overview of the literature 

surrounding migration in South Africa. Using Yuval Davis’s (2006) conceptualisation on 

psychological and political belonging, and Antonsich’s (2010) place-belongingness, this 

chapter aims to provide an in-detailed account of the theories surrounding a sense of 

belonging and its application to the South African context of migration. The literature review 

additionally explores the relevant literature surrounding this topic, using Falicov’s (1995) 

Multidimensional Ecosystemic Comparative Approach (MECA) to provide the framework 

through which the role of family relationships is explored.   

Chapter Three: Methodology 

This chapter provides a step-by-step account of the decisions made and procedures 

followed to answer the research questions posed at the beginning of this study. This includes 

an outline of the research aims and research design that underpins the methods followed 

during the execution of this study. It further entails an outline of the processes followed to 

ensure that ethical and rigorous requirements were upheld.  

Chapter Four: Findings 
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This chapter provides the main themes that emerged during the analysis of the data 

that was collected for this study as guided by Braun and Clarke's (2006) thematic analysis. It 

begins by providing the themes and relevant quotes from the interviews surrounding the 

reasons for migration and associated familial obligations. Thereafter, the findings pertaining 

to migrants’ experiences in their host community, Olievenhoutbosch, is outlined. This is 

followed by themes related to their sense of longing to their countries of origin and their 

desire to maintain their national or cultural identity. 

Chapter Five: Discussion  

This chapter endeavours to answer the research questions posed at the beginning of 

this research project by interpreting the results and comparing said results to the literature 

outlined in Chapter Two. The dominant themes were discussed according to the 

sociopolitical/cultural, community and relational contexts described by Falicov (2007).  

Chapter Six: Conclusion   

 This chapter aims to conclude this study by summarising the relevant findings, 

acknowledging the shortcomings of this study, and providing a few recommendations for 

further research in this field. 

Appendices: 

This section hosts the relevant documentation used in this study.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

South Africa is known to receive the largest amount of immigrants in Africa (Gordon, 

2015). In an attempt to find better political and economic opportunities, many low-skilled 

individuals from other nations immigrate to South Africa, leaving family members behind 

(Adepoju, 2003). Despite having one of the most inclusive and liberal constitutions, South 

Africa is also known to have anti-immigration attitudes in both the constitution and among 

public opinion (Crush, 2001). Informal settlements, such as Olievenhoutbosch, have become 

places in which xenophobic attacks are common and the housing of foreigners are threatened 

by local members and governmental authorities (du Plooy et al., 2006; Hiropoulos, 2017). 

Although migrants may be excluded from belonging in various social spaces, they may be 

included and experience a sense of belonging in others, such as their transnational family 

relationships, ultimately impacting their experiences of migration (Falicov, 2017). It is thus 

important to view individual matters, such as belonging, contextually so as to gain a more 

comprehensive understanding thereof (Marchetti-Mercer, 2006).  

 There are many studies exploring migrants’ sense of belonging in their host 

countries, however, not many studies have explored the role of family relationships in 

migrants’ sense of belonging. Outlining the academic literature surrounding this topic, this 

literature review will discuss how the maintenance of family relationships, along with the 

attempted development of new relationships in the host society, may have an impact on the 

immigrants’ sense of belonging. It will further provide a brief overview of how a sense of 

belonging among immigrants may be impacted by transnational family relationships with 

those left behind in the country of origin and the host society. It will begin by providing a 

brief discussion on the history and current affairs related to migration in the South African 

context. This, along with an overview of xenophobia in South Africa, will provide a 

contextual background upon which the theories and literature surrounding a sense of 



14 
 

belonging will be introduced and applied. This will lead onto the connection between home 

and belonging, as well as family relationships. Here, transnational family relationships will 

be discussed which will be followed by an overview of the theoretical framework that will be 

used to guide this study.  

Migration in South Africa 

Migration is deeply rooted in the history of South Africa. The country’s colonial 

foundations, generated by white elites in pursuit of political agendas, formed and integral part 

in its racist citizenship policies and territorial boundaries (Klotz, 2016). In a self-proclaimed 

attempt to develop governing bodies for different groupings of cultures and identities, and for 

these groups to reach harmony and co-existence, the colonialist project, known as the 

apartheid, was developed (Kaarsholm, 2019). The apartheid system capitalised on the deeply 

rooted understandings of tradition, culture and community belonging to ethnicise politics and 

governance (Kaarsholm, 2019). From this era, the country inherited a “strong subcultural 

pluralism where racial (as well as intraracial or ethnic) divisions were central to politics” 

(Gordon, 2015, p. 199). To uphold order, the movements of populations and residential 

spaces were controlled through extensive identification, registration, monitoring and 

classification technologies (Kaarsholm, 2019). This colonial state created extensive migration 

systems to supply the workforce of the agricultural and mining sectors (Gordon, 2015). 

Employment agencies often recruited migrants from South Africa’s neighbouring countries to 

work as inexpensive labourers (Gordon, 2015). Immigrants from Malawi, Lesotho, 

Botswana, Swaziland, and Mozambique were commonly recruited for these tasks (Adepoju, 

2003). Migrant labourers were also housed and segregated through the apartheid system, and 

were thus prevented from bringing their families along across the border (Adepoju, 2003; 

Kaarsholm, 2019). 
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Furthermore, following the exclusionary patterns of the apartheid, the neighbouring 

countries of South Africa were excluded from capitalising on the wealth that they had helped 

to build for this country (Landau, 2006). The African National Congress (ANC) successfully 

fought against racial segregation, and an important objective for this party was also to 

transform the migrant labour system (Gordon, 2016). When democracy was attained in 1994, 

the new post-apartheid South Africa attracted an increasing amount of immigrants from other 

regions in Africa (Gordon, 2015; Rutherford, 2008). This was in part due to the removal of 

barriers to residence and free movement toward cities that were once forbidden (Landau, 

2006). In his 1996 speech entitled “I am an African”, the Deputy President of that time, 

Thabo Mbeki, outlined new policies that envisioned South Africa as a country that would not 

exclude any person on the basis of their class, race, religion or origin (Landau, 2005b, 2006). 

It proudly promised that “South Africa belongs to all who live in it” irrespective of 

immigration status or ancestry (Landau, 2005b, 2006, p. 129). This new government 

welcomed the international human rights laws, signing a significant amount of international 

conventions, including “the 1951 Refugee Convention, and later the African Union (1969) 

Refugee Convention and the International Covenant of Civil and Political Rights” as well as 

the Convention on the Rights of the Child (Gordon, 2016, p. 3; Landau, 2005b). As a result 

and still to this day, South Africa has a liberal legislation that protects the rights of refugees 

and stipulates that they have freedom of movement, the right to access to basic social services 

and that they can enter the labour market, enabling them to settle in this country (Gordon, 

2016). Furthermore, regardless of their legal status, foreign nationals in South Africa are 

provided with significant, although minimal, protections by the current legislations (Landau, 

2005b). 

Today, South Africa is known as one of the African nations that receives the largest 

amount of immigrants and is a key destination for asylum seekers (Gordon, 2015). Those 
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who migrate to this country include asylum seekers, undocumented immigrants, or people 

who migrate for temporary work or other economic reasons (Mosselson, 2010). Landau 

(2005b) noted that the increased movement of non-nationals into South Africa is not only 

related to the long-standing patterns of migrant labourers, but also a result of the shifting 

patterns of investment, cultural exchange and migration as the post-apartheid country strives 

to become integrated into the global community. It has been argued that factors that ‘push’ 

people from other parts of Africa often involve their home country’s economic challenges 

and political instability, whereas South Africa’s economic opportunities and political stability 

are factors that ‘pull’ people to this country (Mosselson, 2010).  

Furthermore, with the economic instability and violence in neighbouring countries, 

and former homelands facing a production decline, nationals and non-nationals alike have 

increasingly moved to the inner cities of this country (Landau, 2005b). Gauteng is the most 

prominent site for migration as it is considered to be the centre of South Africa’s economy 

(Landau, 2005b, 2009). Although the statistics are practically impossible to obtain, it has 

been estimated by the National Census that the foreign immigrant population consists of 

approximately 2.2 million individuals, as of 2012 (Gordon, 2015). Using the 2011 Census, 

Statistics South Africa estimate that 1,02 million people will immigrate to South Africa 

between 2016 and 2021, where 47,5% of these international migrants are expected to settle in 

Gauteng (Statistics South Africa, 2018, 2019). This continual influx of people into South 

Africa’s urban cities has created a collusion between black South Africans who are claiming 

“space in the cities from which they were previously excluded” and foreign nationals who 

enter these spaces in search of livelihoods and safety (Landau, 2005b, p. 1119).  

With the urbanisation of South Africa, Johannesburg has become a city where no 

person can claim to be indigenous, and where strangers are “living together in a place that is 

no-one’s ‘home’” (Landau, 2006, p. 130). Yet, with the increased competition for limited 
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resources, along with the reality that the country is still in economic and political transition, 

the rights to social services (such as healthcare and education), employment, and residence 

have become dependent on the person’s national lineage (Landau, 2005b). This is because the 

pressure to ensure the rights of its citizens has led the state to “declare a state of exception” 

whereby the state has sanctioned efforts to ‘rid’ the cities of foreign nationals (Landau, 

2005b, p. 1119). Evidently, whilst trying to recreate their belonging in a country filled with 

homelessness, unemployment and crime, South Africans have rendered nationality as the 

focal point in exclusions, conflict and identity (Landau, 2006). Therefore, despite the view of 

South Africans as universal and inclusive, the nation state and its citizens have continued to 

create distinct boundaries of inclusion and exclusion, particularly focused on immigrants 

(Mosselson, 2010).  

Xenophobia  

The country’s attempts at addressing the exclusionary patterns of the past have failed 

to prevent everyday practices and policies that exclude and discriminate against foreign 

nationals (Landau & Freemantle, 2010). Native South Africans have used violent means to 

exclude foreign nationals from various opportunities. In fact, studies have shown that 

majority of South Africans have negative attitudes towards immigration, believing that 

migrants are the primary source of crime, HIV, and threats to their culture and work (Crush, 

2001; Gordon, 2015; Landau, 2010). These negative attitudes evoked the notorious 

xenophobic attacks in the informal settlements of May 2008, where South African citizens 

“murdered more than 60 people, raped dozens, wounded close to 700, and displaced over a 

hundred thousand” (Landau, 2010, p. 214). This was accompanied by the destroying and 

taking of houses and goods owned by foreigners, amounting up to millions of Rands (Landau, 

2010). More recently in March 2019, Malawian immigrants residing in the Burnwood 

informal settlement were victimised, leaving 249 displaced from their houses and many left 
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to consider returning to Malawi (Singh, 2019). These are merely two of many reported 

incidents that have occurred in South Africa over the past decade. With these mass riots in 

mind, the government promised to fight against xenophobic attitudes and promote the full 

acceptance of all foreign individuals (Gordon, 2015). The Immigration Act of 2002 (No. 13) 

clearly stipulates that xenophobia will be countered and prevented from the Government and 

society at large (Republic of South Africa, 2002). Chapter two, section nine, of the South 

African constitution further stipulates that “everyone” has the right to equal protection, with 

equality including “the full and equal enjoyment of all rights and freedoms” (South Africa 

Constitution, 2021, p. 7). Additionally, it states that “the state may not fairly discriminate 

directly or indirectly against anyone” on grounds such as race, ethnic or social origin, culture 

and language, among others (South Africa Constitution, 2021, p. 7). This South African 

constitution has been praised for being one of the most inclusive and liberal in the world 

(Crush, 2001) 

Yet again, despite this liberal constitution, the government and political elite have 

been accused of being the catalyst for South Africa’s anti-immigration attitudes (Landau, 

2010; Landau & Freemantle, 2010). The former South African Minister of Home Affairs 

(1994-2004), Mangosuthu Buthelezi, is famously known for their xenophobic comments 

where they stated that the free movement of people is detrimental to this country (Landau, 

2005a; Landau & Freemantle, 2010). In addition to this, the Executive Mayor of 

Johannesburg stated that migrancy places severe strain on the housing, public services and 

employment levels of South Africa (Landau, 2005b; Landau & Freemantle, 2010). This 

extends to the law, as Palmary (2002) argues that the Immigration Act’s emphasis on 

reducing illegal immigration through repressive means fuels xenophobia and hinders the 

provision of basic services (such as health care and housing) to immigrant communities. 

Through this, the state has invested significant effort into the exclusion of immigrants 



19 
 

through “legal status and documentation; arrest, detention, and deportation: and a general 

lack of access to constitutional protections through the court and political processes” 

(Landau, 2010, p. 222).  

Furthermore, the police has been accused for not protecting the rights of foreigners 

from Africa, frequently identifying these immigrants by the fact that they ‘look foreign’ as 

they have darker skin-pigmentation (Gordon, 2015). Immigrants have been victimised by the 

corruption of the South African Police Force (SAPS) through general abuse, the destroying of 

identity documents, as well as a convenient failure to intervene when there are anti-

immigration riots (Gordon, 2015). The healthcare system has also been accused of turning 

immigrants away from hospitals (Alfaro-Velcamp, 2017; Mathope, 2017). The Minister of 

Health, Aaron Motsoaledi and the Gauteng Premier stated that immigrants are putting a strain 

on South Africa’s healthcare system, blaming them for the over-expended operational 

budgets at Gauteng hospitals (Cox, 2019; Mathope, 2017). Undocumented immigrants are 

further denied access to courts of law, social services and education, leaving them vulnerable 

to exploitative employers and the abuse of the SAPS (Mosselson, 2010). The flow of 

immigrants across the borders have also been discouraged by actively deporting hundreds of 

thousands of people and making temporary residence permits extremely difficult to acquire 

(Crush, 2001; Landau, 2010; Madsen & van Naerssen, 2003). Foreign nationals are often met 

with unofficial ‘fees’, violence, extortion and exploitation when applying for documentation, 

such as asylum claims, at the Department of Home Affairs (Landau, 2005b). Non-nationals 

who have been detained by the SAPS, and unable to pay the bribes, are commonly held at a 

privately-owned detention and deportation facility known as Lindela Repatriation Centre in 

Krugersdorp where reports of violence and sexual abuse are widespread (Landau, 2005b). 

Evidently, the liberal constitution is not translated to reality as almost all forms of rights are 

denied to illegal immigrants (Mosselson, 2010).  
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Belonging 

Due to the abovementioned exclusionary patterns in South Africa, many non-

nationals have adopted certain behaviours and patterns to prevent themselves from becoming 

full members of these communities (Landau & Freemantle, 2010). In countries such as South 

Africa, where the flow of immigrants across the borders are discouraged and negative 

attitudes toward immigrants prevail, migration is said to “remain partly or completely hidden 

from certain sectors of society” and involve mainly lower-wage earners (Crush, 2001; 

Madsen & van Naerssen, 2003, p. 61). It has been noted that belonging is an integral 

component of  immigrants’ settlement (George & Selimos, 2019). Yet, migrants may feel that 

they are permanently dislocated due to acts of violence, discrimination and abuse experienced 

in their new communities (Landau, 2005). Various studies have shown that immigrants in 

South Africa intentionally avoid developing close relationships with South Africans and 

intend to eventually move elsewhere (Adepoju, 2003; Amisi & Ballard, 2005; Araia, 2005; 

Landau, 2005a). Considering this, the question of immigrants’ sense of belonging in South 

Africa is raised to which requires a deeper exploration on the concept of belonging itself.  

Belonging is a concept that has been taken for granted and perceived as self-

explanatory which led it to be criticised for being under-theorised and vaguely defined 

(Antonsich, 2010). A theory that encompasses belonging is that of McMillan (1996) where he 

stated that a sense of community is dependent on four elements, namely Spirit, Trust, Trade 

and Art. A sense of community involved “a spirit of belonging” (spirit), the recognition of a 

trustworthy authority figure (trust), a “mutual benefit from being together” (trade), as well as 

a sense that the community involves the maintenance of shared experiences (art) (McMillan, 

1996, p. 315). Boundaries that separate those within the community from those who are not 

members create a sense of emotional safety for the members where they can feel safe to 

speak honestly and vulnerably (McMillan, 1996, 2011). This sense of safety and emotional 
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relation to the group determines whether an individual is attracted to the community 

(McMillan, 1996). This first element is dependent on the people’s sense of belonging as well 

as the confidence they have that they are members and have been accepted and welcomed by 

the group (McMillan, 1996). Some have, however, critiqued this theory for being purely a 

needs-based theory, stating that its conceptualisation of community as meeting primitive 

human needs does not consider behaviours that are based on values (Nowell & Boyd, 2010). 

McMillan (2011) strongly opposed this comment as they explicitly stated that the first 

element further involves certain responsibilities and expectations to make sacrifices for the 

community, such as taxes (McMillan, 1996). Thus, responsibilities such as protection of 

boundaries, honesty, and acceptance of other members is a crucial component of belonging 

(McMillan, 2011).  

Closely related to this is the definition suggested by Hagerty et al. (1992) where a 

sense of belonging is the feeling that one is personally involved in a certain system which, in 

turn, leads this individual feeling like they are an important part of that system (Hagerty et 

al., 1996). They proposed that a sense of belonging involves two attributes that defines it 

(Hagerty et al., 1996). Firstly, it involves an experience that one is needed, important and 

valued by others, and secondly, it involves a sense of being compatible with others (Hagerty 

et al., 1996). Christiansen and Hedetoft, (2004) argued that belonging is a mutual process as 

the persons should be able to relate to the community while the community should deem 

itself able to welcome and accommodate the persons’ concrete and psychological needs. 

More recent studies on belonging often define it either by considering it as a consequence of 

integrating successfully, or through the unpacking of its various components (George & 

Selimos, 2019). Some theorists state that belonging is multidimensional and involves an 

“endless variety of attachment to places, groups, cultures, etc.” and different ways in which 

these attachments are performed (Antonsich, 2010, p. 645). In light of these various 
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definitions, as well as those not mentioned, one common factor is that belonging involves a 

need for interpersonal connection or relatedness to one another and to groups (Allen & Kern, 

2017; George & Selimos, 2019; Hagerty et al., 1996).  

Taking it further, Yuval-Davis (2006) argues that one should distinguish between 

psychological belonging and political belonging (Lähdesmäki et al., 2016). Where 

psychological belonging involves the emotional attachments that are related to feeling at 

home and feeling safe, political belonging involves the boundaries and participation in a 

political community, including “citizenship, entitlement, and status” (Lähdesmäki et al., 

2016, p. 19; Yuval-Davis, 2006). The feeling of home or sense of ease associated with 

psychological belonging is said to be a crucial component of our psychosocial well-being 

(George & Selimos, 2019). Yuval-Davis (2006) distinguished between three major levels at 

which psychological belonging could be analysed, namely social locations, identifications 

and emotional attachments, as well as ethical and political values, which will be used in this 

study to conceptualise belonging and discussed in more detail below.  

Psychological Belonging: Social Locations 

In the first analytical level, known as social locations, Yuval-Davis (2006, 2016) draws on 

the theory of intersectionality to describe categories that intersect and place people in certain 

positionalities of power relative to other categories (Yuval-Davis, 2006). Intersectionality 

theory emphasises the importance of considering the interconnection of people’s social 

positions and how this affects peoples social relations and lives (Anthias, 2009; Yuval-Davis, 

2016). A person’s race, class, gender, age-group, profession, nation and so forth intersect so 

that, within a particular historical context, a person is positioned at a certain location along an 

axis of power (Yuval-Davis, 2006). Power and inequality is connected with a sense of 

belonging as it involves social inclusions or exclusions (George & Selimos, 2019; May, 

2013).  
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For example, in their study that investigated the effects of stigmatisation on students’ 

sense of belonging and resulting motivation and achievement, Walton and Cohen (2007) 

noted that Black students were frequently stigmatised, leading to a phenomenon they called 

belonging uncertainty. This study showed that students with a historically excluded ethnicity 

were more likely to doubt their sense of belonging in the academic and professional social 

settings (Walton & Cohen, 2007). Similarly, in the context of immigration, it has been noted 

that the host society influences the experience of social and emotional rejection or acceptance 

by the immigrants as they have the power to grant this belonging (Antonsich, 2010). Often, 

immigrants are required to assimilate to the host society’s values, culture, language, 

behaviours and religion before they are ‘allowed’ to belong (Antonsich, 2010; Yuval-Davis, 

2006). George and Selimos (2019) noted that immigrants who enter Canada often build a 

partial or ambivalent sense of belonging that is “informed by exclusions such as race and 

gender, by the way they work, skills and experience are defined, and by changing definitions 

that view citizenship as a privilege” (p. 128). As seen in these studies, it is evident that the 

social locations of people and the related position of power has an influence on a sense of 

belonging.  

In South Africa, this is also evident as foreign nationals from other regions of Africa 

are frequently called the makwerekwere due to the supposedly unintelligent sounds that their 

languages make, often resulting in daily harassment and victimisation (Crush, 2001; Gordon, 

2015; Saayman, 2016). Even for citizens of African descent, there are more favourable 

attitudes towards North American and European immigrants, and a distinct aversion towards 

immigrants from other parts of Africa (Crush, 2001; Gordon, 2015). The popular explanation 

for these ‘Afrophobic’ attitudes against African immigrants specifically is that a low 

socioeconomic status and poverty is a driving factor (Gordon, 2015). A study conducted by 

Gordon (2015) showed, however, that it is more complicated than economic self-interest. 
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They noted that possible reasons could be the influence of those in power, as outlined by 

Landau (2010), as well as the influences of colonialism that have resulted in the attachment 

of ‘otherness’ to foreign nationals from Africa (Gordon, 2015). Here, it is evident that 

language, race, class and nationality intersect in the sociohistorical context of post-apartheid 

South Africa, influencing the exclusion of African immigrants from being acknowledged as a 

part of society.  

Psychological Belonging: Identifications and emotional attachments  

It is not only the intersection of social locations where belonging can be analysed, but 

it can also be analysed through a second ontological level, proposed by Yuval-Davis (2006) 

as identifications and emotional attachments. A sense of connectedness to others involves 

persons’ self-identification and how they are identified by others (George & Selimos, 2019; 

Yuval-Davis, 2006). Here, the narratives that individuals or collectives tell about who they 

are do not only place them in certain groupings, but also involve a desire for attachments 

(Yuval-Davis, 2006). Baumeister and Leary (1995), as cited by Antonsich (2010), noted that 

interpersonal relations, a fundamental constituent of the self, need to be “long lasting, 

positive, stable and significant” and should occur on a frequent basis for it to produce a sense 

of belonging (p. 647). Repetitive shared social practices play a crucial role in the creation and 

reproduction of attachment and identity as it is the means through which individuals are 

connected to the collective (Yuval-Davis, 2006). This ability to experience a sense of 

connectedness and participate in social settings is fundamental to gaining a sense of self 

(George & Selimos, 2019). Consequently, belonging and identity are intertwined, since 

identity is “always producing itself through the combined process of being and becoming, 

belonging and longing to belong” (Yuval-Davis, 2006, p. 202). Through this process, identity 

is either in transition, construction or being reproduced (Fortier, 2000; Yuval-Davis, 2006). 

Therefore, merely seeing it as a component of attachment may seem one-dimensional as it 
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also involves a dynamic process whereby membership, recognition, attachment and 

participation has an influence on the self and on becoming (Antonsich, 2010; Yuval-Davis, 

2006).  

The abovementioned argument, however, leads many to equate a sense of belonging 

to identity and citizenship without any attempt to state how these concepts may be different 

(Antonsich, 2010). Belonging does involve a deep emotional desire, but it cannot merely be 

reduced to membership, identity, duties, and rights in isolation (Nordberg, 2006). 

Nevertheless, a sense of belonging can include a desire to attach to a larger group for the 

purpose of negotiating one’s identity (Huizinga & van Hoven, 2018). Cultural identity in 

particular is a factor that shapes a person’s sense of belonging, as it emphasises the 

individual’s belonging in a culture or group (Phinney et al., 2001). Cultural factors such as 

values, norms, shared language and traditions helps facilitate boundaries as well as a sense of 

emotional attachment (Huizinga & van Hoven, 2018). Thus, although identity and belonging 

are two different constructs, they cannot be separated from one another (Antonsich, 2010).  

Language and religion are often considered to be very important factors that have an 

impact on belonging (Antonsich, 2010). The ability to speak the language of the host society 

increases the contact that the individual is able to have with members of the dominant group, 

thereby increasing participation in this group (Hernandez, 2009). This may further lead to an 

increased social support and a reduction in the difficulties that the individual may face, which 

increases a sense of belonging (Antonsich, 2010; Hernandez, 2009). The opposite may also 

be true, as seen in the exclusionary use of the term makwerekwere to refer to immigrants who 

speak the ‘unintelligent’ languages of their society of origin (Gordon, 2015). For many 

foreign nationals, speaking the language of the host country can induce a sense of intimacy 

which increases a sense of community thereby helping an individual to feel that they are ‘at 

home’ (Antonsich, 2010). The feeling of being ‘at home’ in a foreign country can also be 
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generated through the habits, traditions and expressions that are related to religion 

(Antonsich, 2010). Furthermore, religion is a means through which communities can be 

stabilised, bounded, and defined as it provides opportunities for inclusion or can act as a 

mechanism of exclusion (Landau, 2009). For immigrants, religious institutions and ideals are 

drawn on to position themselves relative to South Africa and its members (Landau, 2009). 

Language and religion thus have a considerable impact on how a sense of belonging is 

experienced. 

Psychological Belonging: Ethical and political values  

Lastly, Yuval-Davis (2006) noted that ethical and political values is another 

important component of belonging as it includes the ways in which the previous two 

components are judged and valued. This involves the beliefs and attitudes concerning the 

boundaries of inclusion and exclusion in a specific collective identity (Yuval-Davis, 2006, 

2016). It includes the level of importance placed on the social locations, and identifications 

and attachments, as well as whether this value is perceived as good or bad (Yuval-Davis, 

2016). Studies within this level commonly focus on the ethical obligations of citizens and the 

welcoming of immigrants (Lähdesmäki et al., 2016). As such, it includes the policies related 

to who is allowed into the national community along with the informal attitudes of the host 

nation towards immigrants, as well as problems related to belonging and citizenship 

(Simonsen, 2016).  

Studies in Canada revealed the political values that inform exclusion and belonging 

were influenced by the changing “immigration and citizenship policies that favour the 

demands of Canadian nation building” (George & Selimos, 2019, p. 127). Where those 

workers who are temporary and low-skilled are rejected from gaining citizenship, students 

and skilled workers are encouraged to immigrate (George & Selimos, 2019). As such, 

people’s belonging is frequently limited by exclusions related to their education and skills 
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(George & Selimos, 2019; Wilson-Forsberg, 2015). Simonsen (2016) noted that non-

nationals frequently experience the necessity for meeting certain requirements before being 

included into the national community as a barrier to a sense of belonging. This study, which 

included 19 Western democratic countries, showed that the host population’s informal 

boundaries and criteria for belonging had a greater influence on immigrants’ sense of 

belonging than that of the elite-formulated definitions (Simonsen, 2016). In the United States 

of America and United Kingdom, it has been noted that those who are deported are often 

viewed in a negative light and therefore not in possession of the qualities that the state deems 

‘suitable’ to be a citizen (Anderson et al., 2011).  

This is connected to the abovementioned argument by Gordon (2015) where South 

Africa’s ‘Afrophobic’ attitudes are related to the ‘othering’ of Africans through the influence 

of colonialism. Since South Africa is still recovering from the racially segregated system of 

the apartheid, where politics were highly focused on racial divisions, many citizens still hold 

a strong social distrust that translates into a society that holds anti-immigration sentiments 

(Gordon & Maharaj, 2015). South Africa’s approach to deportations at Lindela, which often 

occur without court hearings and the requirements of the Human Rights Commission, is 

evidence of this as it is a reflection of the state’s “compulsion to rid the territory of its 

‘surplus people’” (Landau, 2005b, p. 1129). Palmary (2002) highlighted that 10% of those 

arrested for allegedly being undocumented immigrants are released before being taken to 

Lindela because they were documented South African residents. Deportation is thus one 

means to show that citizens are not merely seen as a community based on law, but also based 

on values (Anderson et al., 2011). 

Political Belonging: Politics of belonging 

In addition to psychological belonging, Yuval-Davis (2006) emphasised the 

importance of acknowledging political belonging. The exclusion or inclusion associated with 
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belonging, known as the ‘politics of belonging’ is concerned with “boundaries that separate 

the world population into ‘us’ and ‘them’”(Yuval-Davis, 2006, p. 204). The members of a 

particular place can perhaps influence a sense of belonging by either rejecting or welcoming 

that individual (Antonsich, 2010). Nations have been identified as imagined communities by 

Benedict Anderson (1991) as its members will never know, meet or hear of most of their 

fellow members, yet they are imagined as being a collective. Yuval-Davis (2006) elaborated 

on this by stating that any form of inclusion or exclusion involves the act of imagination. 

Becoming a citizen serves as a symbol of inclusion into a country whereby others, who are 

not citizens, are excluded from this national identity (Gilmartin, 2008). Antonsich (2010) 

claimed that receiving resident permits or citizenship (political belonging) legally allows the 

immigrant to participate in the local economy (economic belonging), everyday social 

interactions and events (social belonging), and to demand basic human rights (universal 

belonging). Citizenship, therefore, not only involves experiences of recognition and 

belonging, but also includes certain rights and responsibilities, which aligns with McMillan’s 

(1996) conceptualisation (Nordberg, 2006). Here, citizenship is a manifestation of belonging 

as it is a formal, public and imagined membership into a nation (Antonsich, 2010; Yuval-

Davis, 2006).   

Home and Belonging  

Closely related and often equated to a sense of belonging is the notion of feeling ‘at 

home’. Antonsich (2010) argued that Yuval-Davis’ (2006) construction of belonging 

overlooks the importance of place, and thereby places more emphasis on the politics of 

belonging than on the emotions associated with a place. Antonsich’s (2010) explanation of 

belonging emphasised that belonging to a place, whether politically or emotionally, is 

intricately tied to belonging in a social group. They argued that a ‘place’ links communities 

and identities and is for this reason intimately tied to belonging (Nelson & Hiemstra, 2008). 
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In this regard, belonging to a group of people becomes one and the same with belonging to a 

place (Antonsich, 2010). Place-belongingness, as termed by Antonsich (2010), involves 

notions of place identity, place attachment and a feeling of being rooted. It is thus an 

emotional attachment to a particular geographic space and evokes a feeling of being ‘safe’ 

and ‘at home’ (Antonsich, 2010). This connects to the common notion where ‘home’ is often 

used synonymously for one’s place of origin, which is important for self-identification as 

much as it is for how one is categorised by others (Boccagni, 2020). Ultimately, Antonsich’s 

(2010) ‘place-belongingness’ has implications for identity, as they noted that one cannot 

separate the development of a sense of self from feelings of belonging in a particular place 

and is also connected to Yuval-Davis’ (2006) abovementioned ontological level of belonging 

known as Identifications and Emotional Attachments. Furthermore, they argue that a sense of 

belonging may not necessarily involve the place where one resides, but could include the 

national homeland, a neighbourhood, or a certain community (Antonsich, 2010).  

However, Yuval-Davis (2006) points to the performative dimension of belonging, and 

argues that it is not necessarily particular social spaces that are associated with belonging, but 

rather identity constructions and narratives that were created and reproduced through specific 

repetitive practices. It is thus likely that she did not leave the emotions associated with place 

belongingness to be unaddressed, as she acknowledged that the emotions associated therewith 

were attached onto the place though certain social practices (Antonsich, 2010; Yuval-Davis, 

2006). Home is thus not fixed, but can constantly be reshaped through “processes of 

adjustment, renegotiation, transformation and redefinition as we work towards joining 

‘imagined communities’ based on notions such as race, nation, religion, etc.” (Belford & 

Lahiri-Roy, 2019, p. 2). The meaning of home further differs in various cultures, contexts or 

among different people (Dupuis & Thorns, 1998; Marchetti-Mercer, 2006). Regardless, 

Yuval-Davis’ (2006) paper does place more emphasis on the politics of belonging than on the 
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crucial role of emotions, as Antonsich (2010) noted. As such, ‘home’ is not merely a 

geographical space, suburb, house or a refuge for cultural, imaginative or spiritual practices, 

but is instead an amalgamation of emotions and memory and the experiences associated with 

space, place and structure (Belford & Lahiri-Roy, 2019). Home can include complex and 

diverse ideas about socio-cultural relationships with others such as one’s family of origin, 

culture, community or other social phenomena (Mallett, 2004; Marchetti-Mercer, 2006, 

2017). Attachments to family and a sense of belonging is thus frequently related to emotions, 

memories and nostalgia (Belford & Lahiri-Roy, 2019).  

In considering emotions to be an important component in place belongingness, it is 

also important to consider the emotions or associations that are more frequently related to 

home and a sense of belonging. Antonsich (2010) regarded ‘home’ as a “symbolic space of 

familiarity, comfort, security, and emotional attachment” and argued that these are vital 

components of a sense of belonging (p. 646; Ignatieff, 1994). Ndlovu (2010) stated that 

‘home’ can be seen as a nurturing place that is associated with refuge and security. Boccagni 

(2017) noted that ‘home’ is a space where one attempts to create a sense of control, 

familiarity and security in a social or material setting. Dupuis and Thorns (1998) also 

expressed that a precondition to feeling ‘at home’ was the safety associated with the space. In 

fact, Boccagni (2020) argues that, in cases where the migration to that country is associated 

with marginalisation, ‘home’ is the space a person originates from as long as that space is not 

also associated with non-belonging.  

This leads to the concept of ‘ontological security’ as termed by Giddens (1984), 

which refers to the sense of confidence that individuals have towards the “continuity of their 

self-identity and the constancy in their social and material environments” (Dupuis & Thorns, 

1998, p. 27; Giddens, 1990). It involves a sense of security in the world and assurance that 

people and things are as they appear to be (Giddens, 1990; Kinnvall, 2004). Giddens (1989) 
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argued that ontological security was maintained in the pre-modern world through routine 

interactions with the family in person. They further noted that this has been threatened in the 

modern world and that it has to be actively brought back through relationships with others 

(Dupuis & Thorns, 1998; Giddens, 1989). ‘Home’ can provide ontological security when it is 

a space of dependability in the physical and social world, as it can be associated with a sense 

of control and escape from the world’s expectations and surveillance (Kinnvall, 2004; 

Mallett, 2004). ‘Home’ creates this sense of safety as it has the ability to connect the physical 

environment with deeply emotional connotations that is associated with permanence 

(Kinnvall, 2004). Ndlovu (2010) argued that, cases such as in Zimbabwe where ‘home’ can 

be a source of disappointment, danger or even death explain why so many people are leaving 

despite their deep connections to the space.   

Vaquera et al. (2017) argue that migration can decrease ontological security as they 

are in some way removed from and forced to restructure their local and regular spaces of 

social interaction (Giddens, 1990). Kinnvall (2004) further noted that the insecurity 

associated with migration often leads to a sense of powerlessness accompanied by “acute 

anxiety about their new circumstances and strong feelings of homelessness” (p. 747). In 

addition, their sense of belonging will likely be affected and they may seek or create new 

spaces to regain this sense of security (Boccagni, 2014; Kinnvall, 2004). Endeavouring to feel 

‘at home’ in their host societies, Boccagni (2014) noted that migrants’ houses show signs of 

their attempts to recreate their ‘homes’ to be similar to their places in their country of origin. 

However, this may be quite challenging for economic migrants who do not have the financial 

means to do so. Contributing to place-belongingness, Njwambe et al. (2019) acknowledged 

the importance of economic factors in the creation of material conditions that are stable and 

safe. By being involved in economic activity, ranging from unemployment to being in a 

professional career, they noted that it not only assists materially, but further aids in a sense of 
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investing in the future of the place (Njwambe et al., 2019). Severe financial restrictions may 

thus limit migrants’ abilities to create physical spaces of belonging or participate in the 

economy of their host society.   

Additionally, a cross-country study on the factors that influence Ecuadorian migrants’ 

sense of feeling ‘at home’, conducted by Boccagni and Vargas‐Silva (2021), revealed that 

factors such as time spent in that place and the perceived safety thereof contributed 

significantly to feeling ‘at home’ in a new place. Although they took relational achievements 

into account, the study does not provide insights in how social rejection or discrimination, 

such as the exclusionary patterns mentioned above, would affect this sense of feeling ‘at 

home’. For example, Landau (2005a) noted that migrants in South Africa consciously choose 

not to assimilate or form close relationships with South Africans due the permanent sense of 

dislocation they feel from experiences of discrimination and violence. Many scholars argue 

that immigrants’ sense of feel ‘at home’ in the new country is a complex question to consider 

as belonging cannot merely be identified as an individual or fixed matter (Antonsich, 2010; 

Madsen & van Naerssen, 2003; Yuval-Davis, 2016). Whether a person belongs is not the sole 

choice of the person, but depends on whether the host community recognises them as being a 

part thereof (Njwambe et al., 2019). This again highlights the bilateral nature of belonging 

and feeling at home as it is both dependent on the immigrants and the receiving community 

(Christiansen & Hedetoft, 2004).  

Family and Migration 

Although home is not necessarily only associated with one’s family of origin, it is 

commonly the first space that provides a sense of ‘home’ and from where one learns what it 

means to belong or not belong (Marchetti-Mercer, 2006). The term ‘home’ and ‘family’ are 

so closely connected that they are practically interchangeable (Mallett, 2004). Mallet (2004) 

further elaborated that, if these terms are regarded as interconnected, ‘home’ can be seen as 
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the house associated with their childhood whilst also symbolising the “family relationships 

and the life courses enacted within those spaces” (p. 74). The family thus turns the house into 

a ‘home’, a space where one belongs (Antonsich, 2010; Mallett, 2004). This connects with 

Antonsich’s (2010) place belongingness and Yuval-Davis’s (2006) Identifications and 

Emotional Attachments which also stipulated that the connectedness with the family, 

identifications with them, and the resulting associations with the space of residence has 

important implications for belonging. Furthermore, Marchetti-Mercer (2006) noted that the 

family is the first space in which one’s personal identity is developed, also connecting to the 

abovementioned literature on the implications of belonging and identity.  

As such, when moving from the family of origin, one steps away from the familiar 

into a foreign ‘culture’ (Marchetti-Mercer, 2006). Migration also creates a shift in how family 

members maintain emotional connections, as it may now have to be across borders, and may 

consequently expand their understanding of belonging and ‘home’ (Marchetti-Mercer, 2017). 

This connects to Bowen’s (1978) systemic perspective which stipulated that the family is an 

emotional as well as a relational system whereby “family members influence and are 

influenced by one another at individual, dyadic, systemic, and intergenerational levels” 

(Erdem & Safi, 2018, p. 2). It has been noted before that belonging cannot ever be viewed as 

a matter pertaining only to the individual (Marchetti-Mercer, 2006). Migration not only 

affects the persons who have left, but also those family members left behind (Falicov, 2007). 

Since one’s family of origin is often associated with ‘home’ and a sense of belonging, it is 

important to take the family context into account when exploring a migrant’s sense of 

belonging (Marchetti-Mercer, 2006). At the same time, given the receiving country or 

community’s role in this person’s sense of belonging, this can also not be ignored 

(Christiansen & Hedetoft, 2004; Yuval-Davis, 2006). An individual’s belonging cannot be 

isolated from social factors and vice versa (Njwambe et al., 2019). In fact, at a macrosystemic 
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level, Bowen (1978) stipulated that the processes of society, just as all natural systems, 

operates identically to the family (Erdem & Safi, 2018). Individual problems should thus be 

viewed contextually so as to generate a richer explanation for their behaviours (Marchetti-

Mercer, 2006). 

Transnationalism  

Whilst belonging is influenced by multiple factors, it is also commonly known that 

many immigrants imagine ‘home’, and therefore their sense of belonging, to be tied to 

multiple spaces (Falicov, 2005). Although ‘home’ is a word that is commonly used for their 

country of origin, many immigrants acquire another ‘home’ in their host country when they 

have children, find work, acquire land and develop new communities (Falicov, 2005). 

Though they may have built a ‘home’ in their new host country, many immigrants are still 

obligated to support those loved ones and families that have been left behind in their country 

of origin (Belford & Lahiri-Roy, 2019). Many studies have shown that immigrants are not 

necessarily fixed to a single national collective, but can be rooted in, participate in, and 

identify with, and thus influenced by, multiple communities (Ehrkamp & Leitner, 2006). As a 

result, many immigrants create and maintain cultural, economic, political and familial ties in 

both their ‘home’ and host societies (Ehrkamp & Leitner, 2006). These cross-border 

relational patterns between people and societies is known as transnationalism (Erol, 2012; 

van Oudenhoven & Ward, 2013). Immigrants are transnational migrants when they maintain 

several relationships and involvements in both host and ‘home’ society, which includes 

familial, social, religious, organisational or political spaces (Schiller et al., 1992). Through 

transnationalism, immigrants are faced with an “attractive, and at times deceiving, imagined 

possibility of living with two hearts rather than one divided heart” (Falicov, 2005, p. 399).  

Transnationalism does not only facilitate a sense of belonging in more than one 

country, but can also connect these two countries through certain activities and behaviours 
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(Madsen & van Naerssen, 2003). Transnational belonging can be facilitated through the 

development of ‘new places’ by the immigrants in the host society (Huizinga & van Hoven, 

2018). According to Boccagni (2014), Ecuadorian migrants’ new ‘homes’ in Italy often 

exhibit signs of their attempts to recreate their original ‘homes’ and feel ‘at home’ in this new 

space, thereby creating physical transnational links between the two ‘homes’. Kinnvall 

(2004) further noted that those who face structural inequality and a rapid change in their 

‘homes’ may attempt to regain a sense of ontological security and stability by becoming a 

member of a local identity-based group. Such places can also include, for example, halal 

butchers, Islamic supermarkets, or mosques that represent the values, norms and traditions of 

their country of origin (Huizinga & van Hoven, 2018). These spaces can offer an 

environment that seems familiar to the immigrants and provide a place in which people from 

the same country can “remain connected to their country of origin by sharing memories and 

stories” (Huizinga & van Hoven, 2018, p. 311). Therefore, since transnational migrants are 

often expected and obligated to keep in contact with the families that they have left behind, 

they maintain a connection both in the host society and in their country of origin (Bayor, 

2016; Belford & Lahiri-Roy, 2019). 

These connections are often maintained through the use of frequent visits, or more 

commonly, Information Communication Technologies (ICTs) such as the internet, Skype, 

social media, and smartphones (Baldassar et al., 2016; Ehrkamp & Leitner, 2006; Falicov, 

2005; Marchetti-Mercer, 2017). ICTs have proven to be a more cost-effective means of 

staying in contact with loved ones as it enables an instant form of communication 

(Bacigalupe & Lambe, 2011; Marchetti-Mercer, 2017). Baldassar (2008) uses the term 

‘virtual co-presence’ to account for the sense that one can feel the presence of another 

through ICTs. The presence of ICTs has thus challenged the notion that proximity is required 

to maintain strong relationships (Baldassar, 2016; Baldassar et al., 2016). Arguably, the 
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maintenance of emotional attachments and aspects of their identities associated with their 

families in their country of origin, along with the participation in their families through the 

provision of resources aligns with the above literature regarding belonging and perhaps 

implies that through the maintenance of transnational relationships, immigrants can maintain 

their sense of belonging in those social spaces (Antonsich, 2010; Falicov, 2007; Marchetti-

Mercer, 2017; Yuval-Davis, 2006).  

These statements have, however, been challenged as many state that physical 

proximity and contact cannot be replaced by ICTs (Marchetti-Mercer, 2012, 2016, 2017). 

Baldassar (2008) noted that “longing, missing and nostalgia are best resolved through 

physical co-presence” which is the actual physical presence with the person longed for. 

Additionally, certain situations such as bad news, are best delivered and responded by being 

physically there for the person (Baldassar, 2008). A study conducted by Marchetti-Mercer 

(2017) showed that the South African participants were not completely satisfied with the use 

of ICTs as it did not provide the sense of intimacy that physical presence could have fostered. 

Furthermore, it was noted that these participants felt an increased sense of loss when faced 

with the reality that they were not able to afford physical visits and were not a part of the 

daily lives of their family members (Marchetti-Mercer, 2017). The digital divide is another 

factor that comes into play here, as those in developing countries may have fewer 

opportunities to gain access to ICTs and the internet, thereby making the maintenance of 

transnational family relationships considerably more challenging (van Dijk, 2005). However , 

Falicov (2016) does not deny the severe relational costs associated with transnational family 

life, but also notes that some form of presence may mitigate the pain of being physically 

absent (Falicov, 2007). 

Furthermore, in transnational migration, ‘home’ and a sense of belonging should not 

only be related to a geographical space, but also to an emotional attachment and a symbolic 
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space where one’s identity is located (Falicov, 2005; Marchetti-Mercer, 2017). Migration 

does not merely result in the severing of kinship ties, since families can still have an active 

influence in the lives of those who have migrated elsewhere (Marchetti-Mercer, 2017; Silver, 

2014). When the focus is shifted to relationships, transnational families are able to find 

creative ways in which ‘home’ and a ‘sense of belonging’ is maintained (Marchetti-Mercer, 

2017). To this regard, family relationships are important means through which a sense of 

belonging can be experienced (Falicov, 2005; Marchetti-Mercer, 2017). Transnationalism 

may moderate a sense of longing and pain due to the separation, by allowing the creation and 

maintenance of connections with those left behind (Falicov, 2005). Transnational families are 

thus imagined communities where membership is dependent on negotiation and choice that is 

constantly renewed through contact and exchanges (Bryceson & Vuorela, 2003). Therefore, 

since relationships are fundamental to a sense of belonging, one can deduce that a sense of 

belonging is influenced by the host society, as well as the families ‘back home’ (Falicov, 

2005; Madsen & van Naerssen, 2003; Marchetti-Mercer, 2017). Transnational family 

relationships may form an integral part in the maintenance of a sense of belonging in the face 

of migration (Marchetti-Mercer, 2017).  

Tactical Cosmopolitanism  

Transnationalism, especially pertaining to the dominant migration literature within the 

South African context, does not come without contestation. Rather than belonging 

transnationally, Landau and Freemantle (2010) noted that immigrants draw on a mode of 

belonging that is variegated as they position themselves in a temporary, unrooted, yet 

superior condition, escaping political and social obligations, whilst still making claims to the 

city in which they reside. They noted that this is different to transnationalism, as migrants in 

South Africa do not belong in multiple spaces, but rather employ tactics that enable them to 

be more ‘decentered’ where they can participate in multiple spaces whilst not becoming a 
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part thereof (Landau & Freemantle, 2010). This way of being, known as tactical 

cosmopolitanism, is argued to provide migrants with a vantage point from which they can 

achieve their goals whilst mitigating the hostility of South Africans (Landau & Freemantle, 

2010).  

Landau and Freemantle (2010) observed four signs of cosmopolitanism, three of 

which represent tactical cosmopolitanism. Firstly, a form which is easily mistaken as 

transnationalism, is known as de facto cosmopolitanism (Landau & Freemantle, 2010). This 

emerges as a result of living transnationally, thereby increasing exposure to a variety of 

different cultural views and the ability to adjust to them (Vertovec & Cohen, 2002). The 

second sign involves their self-exclusion whereby foreign nationals distance themselves from 

the commitments and connections with the host nation (Landau & Freemantle, 2010). Landau 

(2006) claimed that such foreign nationals do not aspire to permanently reside in South 

Africa, even if they had the opportunity, but rather capitalise on their status as socially 

marginalized to “assume an identity of difference and superiority” (p. 127).  Thirdly, it was 

noted foreign nationals use a rhetoric that claims inclusion without membership (Landau & 

Freemantle, 2010). Thereby, this distinctly non-transnational rhetoric does not involve the 

maintenance of ties in the city, but rather uses it for tactical purposes (Landau & Freemantle, 

2010). Lastly, and most critically, tactical cosmopolitanism involves the avoidance of ethical 

obligations toward their home communities and other immigrant groupings (Landau & 

Freemantle, 2010). Evidently, it is proposed that these foreign nationals avoid developing 

connections with their spaces of residence and create a deficit of belonging through this 

permanent dislocation (Landau, 2006, 2009).  

They are thus both included and excluded in the host society, with their self-exclusion 

often being a response to ascribed alienation (Landau, 2009). Their inclusion in the host 

society often occurs in networks that serve as meeting places for people who have moved to 
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these African cities with the hopes of gaining protection, profit and a means to travel 

elsewhere (Landau, 2014). Shaped by co-nationals, co-ethnics, co-religionists and kin 

members, these networks enable foreign nationals to participate in a city where inclusion or 

integration is not welcomed or possible (Landau, 2009). These networks, that constantly 

change with the in- and out flow of people, become spaces that facilitate the economic and 

social exchange between geographic locations and are thus created for their practical value 

rather than for a social or political purpose (Landau, 2014). In this way, migrants become the 

channels that connect their home villages to their country of residence as these networks aim 

to transfer values, money and information (Landau, 2009). Tactical cosmopolitanism is 

therefore not an alternative means to belong to the host city, but rather a way in which 

migrants can seize the benefits of belonging without actually doing so (Landau & Freemantle, 

2010).  

However, Landau and Freemantle (2010) explicitly stipulated that they do not claim 

that “all migrants are inherently cosmopolitan” (Landau, 2014, p. 377). Nevertheless, Landau 

and Freemantle (2010) noted that, to these foreign nationals, maintaining ties to a certain 

place is not in their vocabulary. Their notion of tactical cosmopolitanism seems to neglect the 

fact that, although foreign nationals may employ decentred tactics of belonging to this 

society, there are still likely strong emotional ties to their country of origin and the 

communities in which they are rooted, particularly their families, regardless of the length of 

stay (Falicov, 2005; Landau & Freemantle, 2010; Marchetti-Mercer, 2017). They are thus not 

necessarily “uprooted” from their families or home communities, as Landau (2006) suggests, 

but may rather be a rooted people who maintain these connections and their social and 

cultural norms across borders (Belford & Lahiri-Roy, 2018, p. 138). The networks of co-

nationals, co-religionists and so forth in which they participate may further be spaces, and 

perhaps transnational spaces, in which they do gain a sense of belonging in the host society, 
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as they may maintain economic or religious ties in the host society through their participation 

and repetitive social practices in these spaces (Ehrkamp & Leitner, 2006; Yuval-Davis, 

2006).  

Landau's (2006, 2014) observations further seems to limit migrants’ motives to 

personal gain rather than including the deep emotional connections and the desire to aid their 

family’s survival that likely motivated this difficult migration (Belford & Lahiri-Roy, 2019; 

Falicov, 2005; Vertovec, 2001). These strong ties, along with the creation of networks in the 

host country, and the flow of emotional and physical resources, implies that transnationalism 

may still be a common factor among migrants in South Africa despite the exclusionary 

practices faced or decentred tactics employed (Falicov, 2007; Madsen & van Naerssen, 

2003). If migrants are still actively involved in their families’ lives, albeit across borders, 

which is often a reality in the Southern African context, one cannot isolate the migrants’ 

experiences from the influence of their families.  

Furthermore, given the comprehensive overview of belonging outlined above, it is 

interesting that these writings on tactical cosmopolitanism describe a form of belonging 

without outlining what they believe belonging entails. It may therefore be an example of how 

the concept of belonging is often taken for granted, vaguely defined, and under-theorised 

(Antonsich, 2010). It further seems to neglect a systemic view of these migrants’ sense of 

belonging, therefore neglecting the role of cultural, environmental and psychological factors 

such as familial obligations and the emotional impact of migration. As noted previously, a 

contextual analysis of the individual challenges facing migrants is crucial in generating a 

richer understanding of these challenges (Marchetti-Mercer, 2006). It was therefore deemed 

important to use a theoretical framework for this study that emphasises an ecosystemic view 

of migration. As such, Falicov’s (1995) multidimensional ecosystemic comparative approach 

was used which will be discussed next.   
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Multidimensional Ecosystemic Comparative Approach (MECA) 

Falicov (2007) noted that transnationalism brings the need for new analytic 

frameworks to understand and intervene in family relationships. Traditional approaches to 

family therapy, such as Bowen’s (1978) family systems theory, has been critiqued for mostly 

relying on studies that include predominantly white, highly educated and middle to upper 

class people in the United States, and therefore has questionable applicability in other 

contexts (Erdem & Safi, 2018). Falicov (2007) elaborated that new frameworks require a 

more enhanced integration of foundational family therapy with sociopolitical and cultural 

approaches. Falicov's (1995) Multidimensional Ecosystemic Comparative Approach (MECA) 

was offered as one such integrative therapeutic approach (Falicov, 2007). As a postmodern 

framework that is systemically oriented, MECA aims to “provide a culturally attuned and 

socially empowering approach in family therapy theory, research, clinical practice, and 

training” (Falicov, 2017, p. 1). This approach aims to provide and understanding for the 

changes that migration bring on immigrants’ life cycle as it inevitably brings new ecological 

contexts and creates changes in how the family is organised (Falicov, 2016).  

This approach uses four comparative domains, namely “migration/acculturation, 

ecological context, family life cycle, and family organization” to help look at migrants and 

their families ecosystemically (Falicov, 1995, 2007, p. 158). These four domains are used to 

summarise issues surrounding sociopolitical and cultural similarities, differences, inclusions 

or exclusions (Falicov, 2007). It postulates that, while each person identifies with, 

participates and belongs to various contextual and cultural groups, they can also be excluded 

from others which influences their sociocultural experiences (Falicov, 2017). As such, 

Falicov (2013) defines culture as “those sets of shared world views, meanings and adaptive 

behaviours derived from simultaneous membership and participation in a variety of contexts” 

which this study has also adopted (p. 23). The multiple contexts into which people find 
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themselves and the associated groups into which people identify, participate and belong form 

what Falicov (2013) calls an ‘ecological niche’ (Falicov, 2016b). Every individual’s 

ecological niche has spaces of difference or similarity in terms of their socioeconomic status, 

class, race, gender, religion, ethnicity or occupation, known as their ‘cultural borderlands’ 

(Falicov, 1995, 2013). These borderlands may involve ‘officially’ recognised boundaries, 

such as citizenship or religion, whereas others may be less so, such as gender, values or 

education (Falicov, 2013). Whilst this may allude to intersectionality, Falicov (2013) takes it 

further than merely naming these social locations, explicating that an ecological niche pays 

attention to the interactions between a person’s cultural borderlands and the creation of 

multiple identities that is aligned with a systems family-oriented approach. MECA is 

therefore a tool through which practitioners can holistically assess the contexts to which 

individuals belong and ascertain the influences of these contexts on their difficulties (Falicov, 

2013). 

Placing emphasis on a fair appraisal of diversity, MECA is said to be applicable to a 

variety of cultures across the world, as it emphasises the taking into account of each person’s 

characteristics specific to their culture, their idiosyncratic histories, as well as their ecological 

niche in order to refrain from reducing the person’s experiences and culture to a stereotyped 

description (Falicov, 2013, 2017). Whilst acknowledging the diversity within collective 

identities, it also provides space for useful generalisations in individuals’ cultures (Falicov, 

2013). Given the complexity of the cultural and sociopolitical reality of Southern Africa, this 

framework was deemed appropriate for assisting the systemic exploration of migrants’ sense 

of belonging in relation to the contexts in which they find themselves, such as the host 

community and their families in their countries of origin. Next, each domain will be outlined 

in more detail.  
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Migration and Acculturation 

This first parameter focuses on the experiences of migration and acculturative stress, 

and the psychosocial issues associated with these (Falicov, 2017). It involves an 

understanding of the diversity in “when, why and how the family migrated” along with their 

current immigration status (Falicov, 2017, p. 2). Falicov (2016) stipulated that migration is 

filled with ambiguous loss and disorder, as those involved are separated from their loved 

ones, community, and language and migrants are left isolated and vulnerable. This loss is 

ambiguous not only because of the uncertainty about whether they would return home, but 

also due to the gains or losses that are either balanced or imbalanced in their immigrant lives 

(Falicov, 2016). Perhaps the most pertinent disruption is the reality that migration involves 

being uprooted or dislocated from the cultural, social and physical meanings that their 

national contexts provided (Falicov, 1995, 2013, 2016b). At a physical level, migrants are 

dislocated from the familiar people and spaces that create feelings of safety, identity and 

rootedness (Falicov, 2013). Connecting this to Antonsich's, (2010) place belongingness, 

migrants are uprooted from the spaces of safety and rootedness they call ‘home’. Falicov 

(2013) notes that social uprooting can create a sense of social alienation which can result in 

numerous psychological consequences (Falicov, 1995, 2013). Cultural uprooting involves the 

dislocation from familiar ways of doing and thinking, and the sudden exposure to new values, 

customs, lifestyles and so forth (Falicov, 2013). Falicov (1995) believes that many migrants 

face disorienting anxieties as they are confronted with the new. This seems related to 

Giddens' (1990) and Kinnvall's (2004) claims that migration can result in a decrease in 

ontological security and an increase in anxiety. Of course, Falicov (2016a) also acknowledges 

that it can provide opportunities for adventure and a better life, as well as the development of 

the belief that one is resilient. Migrants may form new relationships, gain better employment 

or education and reinvent parts of themselves (Falicov, 2016a). Marschall (2017) argues that 
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many of those who apply for Asylum in South Africa are in principle economic migrants, 

suggesting a hope for better opportunities.  

Related to this level, Falicov (2005) notes that assimilation and transnationalism are 

completely opposed to one another. They is rather interested in the diverse ways in which 

migrants construct flexible hyphenated identities through the combination of both 

assimilative and transnational practices. As such, rather than gradually losing connections 

with their families in their country of origin, or being “uprooted” as Landau (2006) argues, 

transnational migrants may live with their hearts both in the host society and with their 

families (Falicov, 2016a). Landau’s (2006) ‘uprooting’ should not be confused with Falicov’s 

(2013) notion of experiencing an uprooting of meaning as mentioned above, as they have 

different implications. Where tactical cosmopolitanism involves ‘decentred’ and individualist 

ways of being and not belonging, transnationalism involves a sense of belonging in multiple 

spaces (Falicov, 2005; Landau & Freemantle, 2010). In Falicov’s (2013) view, migrants more 

increasingly “have two homes or live connected to two countries” creating bidirectional flows 

between the country of origin and the host country (p. 152).  

Falicov (2016a) further noted that the composition of the family, such as who 

migrated and how they have migrated, influences the connections and disconnections in the 

family system, which ultimately has an effect on the migrants’ ability to cope with the 

“stresses of separation, reunifications, or adaptation to the host culture” (p. 225). Despite a 

physical separation, transnational families can remain connected and maintain a sense of 

belonging through shared social practices, memories, resources and flows of communication, 

thereby facilitating the creation and reproduction of ‘familyhood’ (Mustasaari, 2015). 

Regularly sending money for resources is one ritual of connection through which migrants 

communicate that they are still participating despite the distance (Falicov, 2007). Staying in 

contact with the imagined communities abroad enables immigrants to preserve traits 
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associated with those communities (Madsen & van Naerssen, 2003). Through the 

maintenance of these relationships, immigrants may maintain their constructed identities 

while “other potential selves are constructed through new emerging relationships” (Falicov, 

2007).  

By maintaining emotional and cultural ties to their families in their countries of 

origin, whilst also constructing new identities as they acculturate to the host society, migrants 

may not only be creating “hyphenated identities”, as Falicov (2005) notes, but may also 

maintain and develop a sense of belonging in both spaces (p. 400). This may be different in 

the South African experience as highlighted by Palmary (2018) who brings to light the 

challenges with migration studies in the Southern African context, as the movements here are 

generally more transitory and circular. Assuming migrants’ sense of rootedness and place-

based identity, and associated belonging, may be problematic as they may likely have no 

desire to acculturate in the host society  

Ecological Context 

The second domain involves the diverse ways in which the family or migrant is 

situated in the broader sociopolitical environment (Falicov, 2017). As such, the interactions 

between the family and their religious, ethnic, class, educational and racial communities are 

explored (Falicov, 1995, 2017). It further explores the relationship between cultural or 

socioeconomic burdens and personal challenges (Falicov, 1995). Ehrkamp and Leitner (2006) 

note that migrants’ transnational practices and mobility are greatly affected by their class and 

residency status, as migrants of a lower socioeconomic status may need to “expand 

significant energy, with limited resources, to maintain transnational ties” (p. 1595). Here, the 

differences in language and culture experienced when migrating may lead them to feel that  

they do not fit in with the host society’s expectations (Falicov, 2016).  
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However, Falicov's (2017) abovementioned term ‘ecological niche’ is preferred to 

describe the fluid and dynamic interaction between the person’s various sociopolitical and 

cultural contexts and that of others, creating cultural borderlands. For example, whilst 

migrants may be included in and experience a sense of belonging in certain social or religious 

communities, irrespective of their immigration status, their documentation may lead to a 

sense of exclusion in other social, economic or political spaces (Antonsich, 2010; Landau, 

2009). It is thus able to acknowledge the consistencies as well as the conflicts and 

contradictions between individuals and groups thereby not reducing them to a stereotyped 

description (Falicov, 2017). This connects with Maluleke' (2018) study on women and their 

negotiated forms of belonging in South Africa, as it emphasised that the various ways in 

which people belong and not belong are not as straightforward as one may be led to believe. 

Where people from certain countries may be included in some spaces, they may be excluded 

in others (Maluleke, 2018).  

These cultural borderlands may, to some extent, influence the politics of belonging 

that stipulate whether someone is excluded or included (Yuval-Davis, 2006). In the event that 

they are negatively received and face discrimination, and thus excluded from belonging based 

on immigrant status, race, socioeconomic status, or gender, their ability to successfully adapt 

to the losses of migration may be radically altered (Falicov, 1995, 2016). Without their 

familiar contexts and language, and whilst having a marginalized status, migrants are 

frequently isolated from both their countries of origin and their host societies (Falicov, 2013). 

Falicov (2013, 2016a) noted that this can frequently contribute to biopsychosocial challenges. 

Consequently, a sense of belonging can be affected by experiences of not being congruent 

with the host community (Stewart et al., 2009).  

Vaquera et al. (2017) argue that as migrants settle in their new country, they may 

attempt to regain a sense of ontological security by maintaining contact with their family in 
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their country of origin and engaging in “place-making strategies” in an endeavour to recreate 

the physical space of ‘home’ (p. 301). Religion and language comes into play here, as it may 

provide social networks and other contextual protections in their host society (Falicov, 2013). 

Often, immigrants may re-create ethnic communities or social networks in order to manage 

the cultural and social losses, and help cushion experiences of discrimination in their host 

societies (Falicov, 2007). Reiterating the literature on a sense of belonging mentioned 

previously, Falicov (2013) noted that religion provides spaces of community involvement and 

support, thereby helping migrants adapt to their host society. In fact, Levitt and Jaworsky 

(2007) argue that religious belonging do not only connect migrants to fellow believers in their 

host and home communities, but also connects them to other fellow believers irrespective of 

where they live.  

Transnational family ties may also provide a sense of belonging in the spheres of 

political and social inclusion or exclusion that the host country may not provide (Falicov, 

2017; van Oudenhoven & Ward, 2013). Although not involving transnational families, it is 

interesting to note that in their study exploring the safety perceptions among African migrants 

in China, Song et al. (2020) found that migrants’ family members living in their country of 

origin play a role in migrants sense of safety and wellbeing. They further noted that the 

support these migrants receive from their families can be especially helpful when their 

businesses are facing challenges (Song et al., 2020). This may connect to the sense of 

ontological security that families could provide.  

Family Organisation  

This third generic domain takes into account the differences in the structure of the 

family group as well as the values, customs, rituals and beliefs that are associated with these 

structures (Falicov, 1995, 2017). It takes into account the collectivistic and at times 

hierarchical arrangements that most ethnic and disadvantaged families live by (Falicov, 
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2017). These cultural arrangements have a considerable influence in the hierarchical 

boundaries (involving power balances that are gendered and generational), whether others are 

included or excluded, emotional expressivity, styles of communication, as well as the 

standards of family connectedness or personal individuation (Falicov, 1995). As others, 

migrants undergo changes in their life cycles and other transitions, but in order to manage the 

change in their environments, they are faced with additional reorganisations imposed by this 

migration and acculturation (Falicov, 2016a). This may include the reorganization of the 

family as those who have migrated may assume new roles in order to compensate for their 

absence and contribute to the family (Falicov, 2007, 2016a).  

Values will be upheld and reorganisations may occur differently among collectivistic 

ethnic groups in rural spaces than among those in urban settings and who value individualism 

(Falicov, 2016a). In terms of family systems, more collectivistic cultures typically involve 

obligations to support extended families (Falicov, 2013). Falicov (2013) asserted that these 

tendencies “seem to withstand migration and persist in some form for at least one or two 

more generations” (Falicov, 2013, p. 285). Such families may share responsibilities related to 

children, finances, support to those in the family who are isolated, and problem solving 

(Falicov, 2016b). As such, a person’s dedication to their families, obligations, and their 

consequent self-sacrifices should be seen in light of these values (Falicov, 2013, 2016b).  

 Baldassar (2007) also highlighted the exchange in forms of support within 

transnational families, including financial, emotional, personal and practical support. When 

the motivation for migration involves seeking financial opportunities, migrant parents may 

need to leave their children with their extended families in an attempt to find opportunities to 

alleviate their financial challenges (Falicov, 2016a; Palmary, 2018). Often, these migrants 

send remittances to their families in their countries of origin to help ensure their care (Singh 

et al., 2010). Remittances consists of different forms of funds that are regularly or 
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occasionally sent to families in the home countries for various reasons such as housekeeping 

and so forth (Singh et al., 2010). Falicov (2013) noted that remittances not only significantly 

contribute to their families’ economic sustenance, but also helps to maintain their presence 

across borders. Authors, such as Peter (2010) and Singh et al. (2010) note that the sending of 

these remittances can further foster or maintain a sense of belonging with their transnational 

families. In these events, migrants may adopt the role of providing financial support to their 

families back home, whilst their families may provide personal support through the 

caregiving of their children (Baldassar, 2007). As such, the family in their country of origin 

may further provide a sense of emotional support and security as they face the challenges 

associated with migration (Baldassar, 2007; Belford & Lahiri-Roy, 2019). It is thus evident 

that families continue to actively influence the lives of migrants and vice versa (Marchetti-

Mercer, 2017).  

Despite the continual support, migration can induce significant stressors on 

transnational families. This also includes the expectations to send remittances as it may 

become a burden due to the extreme sacrifices it requires on the migrants’ part, and involve a 

sense of social pressure from their families in their origin countries (Bacigalupe & Lambe, 

2011; Falicov, 2013; Peter, 2010). Migration further brings with it an inevitable separation 

from their families and communities, of which the most substantive rupture is between 

children and parents (Falicov, 2016a). In addition to separation, transnational families may 

experience stressors which includes the abovementioned change in responsibilities and roles 

of members, as well as the potential loss of support networks (Marchetti-Mercer, 2017). 

Migration can also involve an adjustment of their values, thereby bringing the potential for 

demands and loyalties between those who have migrated and those left behind to be 

contradictory (Falicov, 1995). This may induce confusion or conflict regarding obligations, 

sending of remittances, visitations and so forth (Falicov, 2017). For example, Palmary (2018) 
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noted that in many Southern African areas, ICTs are often inadequate or too expensive, 

thereby influencing the way in which transnational relationships such as parenting play out. 

In addition, Falicov (2016) noted that family members can withhold or alter the truth of 

incidents that they may be facing with the hopes of protecting them from the emotional 

burden of not being able to assist, increasing the sense of emotional distance between 

migrants and their families back home.    

In addition, migration often brings with it significant emotional challenges for the 

migrant as well as their families (Belford & Lahiri-Roy, 2019). This includes intense feelings 

of longing, which Baldassar (2008) claims is manifested through words, the body, actions and 

imagination and is a crucial component in the maintenance of these transnational family ties. 

This experience of loved ones being physically absent is often mediated by creating forms of 

‘co-presence’ which includes the use of ICTs to maintain contact and the sending of 

remittances, as noted previously (Baldassar, 2008). It additionally involves the extensive 

emotional investments required to maintain relationships with the family and friends in their 

country of origin (Skrbiš, 2008). Included here, are the financial and emotional support that 

migrants are often obligated to provide (Belford & Lahiri-Roy, 2019). Connected to the 

literature on belonging and transnational families, it is possible that as migrants and families 

renegotiate their roles in their families as well as in their host societies, their sense of 

belonging may also need to be renegotiated (Marchetti-Mercer, 2017).  

Family Life Cycle 

This last dimension involves the diverse ways in which the family or person’s 

transitions and developmental stages are influenced over time by sociopolitical and cultural 

factors (Falicov, 2017). Cultural values alongside the ecological niche of the individual or 

family impacts how this life cycle is lived and interpreted (Falicov, 2016b). For example, 

Falicov (2013) noted that in collectivistic cultures, it is often preferred that young adults stay 
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at home until they form their own families, as opposed to mainstream culture that expects 

young people to leave home to gain autonomy and self-sufficiency. To an extent, this may be 

due to financial or emotional limitations in accessing other avenues for leaving home at that 

stage, such as finding employment or going to university (Falicov, 2013). Losses or additions 

in the family, or a change in the standing of a family member, may also precipitate 

renegotiations in the family system or crisis points, thereby influencing transitions in the 

family or individual’s life cycle (Falicov, 1995). When some family members undergo 

transitions that influence other members in another country, or when they are unable to share 

certain events related to these transitions, stressors may pile up and the ambiguous losses and 

gains may be intensified (Falicov, 2016a).  

Furthermore, it has been noted that the external and internal lives of immigrants are 

dominated by cultural changes and they are challenged by the requirement to undergo life 

cycle transitions “in a different language and with different cultural ideals and norms than 

those acquired in the culture of origin” (Falicov, 2016a, p. 234). When the cultural changes 

that migrants undergo contradict the expectations of their families, migrants may attempt to 

force or combine these contrasting cultural codes, increasing the potential for the 

development of problems or of resilience (Falicov, 1995). Falicov (2016a) further noted that 

spirituality and religion are powerful therapeutic resources through which migrants can 

navigate life cycle transitions as belonging and continuity is enhanced through these practices 

whilst their lives move forward.  

Consistent with an ecosystemic framework, this approach also acknowledges the 

reciprocal interactions in the cultural-sociopolitical, relational and community contexts 

alongside these four MECA domains to assist in the exploration and navigation through 

complex problems of migrant families in the therapeutic process (Falicov, 2007). Where the 

cultural context involves religious, ethnic, political, and professional systems that vary in 
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their beliefs, meanings and values, the sociopolitical context involves contesting those power 

differentials and subsequent acts of oppression based on social positionalities (Falicov, 2007). 

The community context involves attempts made at building or restoring their social capital or 

community connections over time either virtually or physically (Falicov, 2007). The 

relational context involves the way in which these connections and relationships change in 

these new settings (Falicov, 1995). The MECA framework highlights the need for culturally 

competent systems perspective to explore the multidimensional impact that the migration, 

ecological contexts, the way in which their families’ are organised, as well as their families’ 

life cycles have on their presenting concerns or resilience (Falicov, 2016b, 2016a). In the case 

of this study, the MECA framework will be used to better explore migrants’ sense of 

belonging within their cultural/sociopolitical, community and relational contexts of living.  

Conclusion  

In this chapter an overview of the relevant literature has been provided where an 

ecosystemic view of individual challenges, such as a lack of belonging, is emphasised to 

facilitate a more comprehensive understanding thereof. In light of this, the literature review 

has endeavored to highlight that the literature does not confidently bring to light the role of 

transnational families on immigrants and their sense of belonging. The following chapter will 

outline the research questions and aims of this study whilst also systematically discussing the 

methodology used in this study.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 

This chapter describes the methodological considerations followed throughout the 

research process. It begins by outlining the research aims and reiterating the research 

questions posed at the beginning of this project. Thereafter, it will outline the reasoning 

behind the chosen research design and theoretical framework. This will be followed by an 

outline of the sample and sampling used along with the data collection and procedure for this 

study. The participants’ stories along with the data analysis process will be described 

subsequently. This chapter will conclude with a consecutive description of the processes 

followed to ensure qualitative rigor, ethical considerations, as well as reflexivity.  

Research Aims 

The research study endeavoured to explore the experiences of belonging among 

African immigrants in Olievenhoutbosch and the role their families in their country of origin 

played therein. It aimed to do so by firstly exploring the factors that affected their sense of 

belonging in Olievenhoutbosch and South Africa in general. It further aimed to explore the 

maintenance of their relationships with their families in their country of origin as well as the 

roles of these relationships in their sense of belonging.  

Research Questions 

The following questions were asked at the beginning of the project  

1. How do immigrants experience a sense of belonging in Olievenhoutbosch? 

2. How do immigrants in Olievenhoutbosch maintain family relationships?  

3. What role, if any, do family relationships play in a sense of belonging among 

immigrants in Olievenhoutbosch? 
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Research Design  

This exploratory study followed a qualitative approach. This research study was 

exploratory as it endeavoured to gain more information on a relatively new, vaguely defined, 

and understudied area of research (Palmary, 2018; Stebbins, 2001; Yuval-Davis, 2006). It 

was thus deemed specifically useful for this study as it enabled experiences in this 

understudied area of research to be clarified and further developed from a psychological 

perspective (van Rensburg, 2010).  

Qualitative Approach 

Broadly, qualitative research involves various research methodologies that focus on 

gaining a deeper understanding of social phenomena through the exploration of participants’ 

experiences and beliefs (Fossey et al., 2002; Isaacs, 2014). Fundamental to this approach is 

the view that social life is “complex, contingent, and mediated by individual interpretations 

and meanings of events and phenomena” (Morrow & Smith, 2000, p. 200). Emphasis is 

placed on gaining meaning from people’s lived experiences or perceptions in a particular 

context, and so the researcher’s aim is to reveal the participants’ accounts and report on it as 

the participants have verbalised it (Mohajan, 2018; Morrow & Smith, 2000; Ponterotto, 

2005). The findings in qualitative research should bring to light the subjective reality of the 

phenomena under investigation, and in so doing, place it within the relevant context, as the 

lived experiences of the participants are intricately tied to the world in which they find 

themselves (Fossey et al., 2002). Qualitative researchers are thus not concerned with “cause-

effect relationships”, but rather with “the quality and texture of experience” (Willig, 2001, p. 

9). Naturally, this implies that qualitative research does not quantify the data or use statistical 

methods, but rather derives the findings from the interpretation of data that is largely text-

based (Bowen, 2005; Fossey et al., 2002). The findings move beyond a mere description of 
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the phenomena under investigation and become a coherent account of its meaning and 

significance (Fossey et al., 2002).  

Morrow and Smith (2000) argue that qualitative research’s focus on complex human 

phenomena, and the subjective accounts of participants’ experiences enables it to address 

questions that would not be answered through the sole use of quantitative methods. 

Qualitative research was considered suitable for this study, as belonging is described as 

indefinite and in a constant process of change, and therefore complex (Yuval-Davis, 2006). A 

qualitative approach was further deemed an ideal approach as the study emphasized 

subjective experiences of belonging (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006; Morrow & Smith, 2000). 

Through this approach, richer and more detailed information can be revealed which may 

expose new insights or unanticipated phenomena (Mohajan, 2018). It is important to note, 

however, that in qualitative research, the findings are bound to that particular context and 

inseparable from the participants and their experiences (Morrow & Smith, 2000). It is 

therefore largely not generalisable, and requires the audience’s discretion on how the findings 

could be transferred to other contexts (Morrow & Smith, 2000). In light of this, Thomas and 

Magilvy's  (2011) model was utilised to guide the application of the qualitative methods to 

increase its rigour, which will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter.  

Theoretical Framework 

The interpretation of the data yielded is largely dependent on the theoretical 

framework utilised (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006). It is not only important in establishing the 

motivation or intent of the research, but also determines the expectations for the study 

(Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006). As outlined in the literature review, this study utilised Falicov's 

(1995) Multidimensional Ecosystemic Comparative Approach (MECA).  
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Falicov (2016) argues that this framework is aligned with a social constructionist view of the 

family life cycle. Social constructionism is a term used for an array of theoretical paradigms 

that “emphasize both the constructive powers of human minds and their origins in 

conversations, conventions, and cultural traditions” (Durreim, 1997; Hosking & Morley, 

2004, p. 1). It proposes that history, culture and language facilitates human experience and 

perception (Willig, 2001). A person’s experiences and perceptions should be seen as an 

interpretation of environmental conditions, rather than a direct result thereof (Willig, 2001). 

Sharing the perspective of interpretivism, it additionally suggests that knowledge and 

meaning is created and shared intersubjectively and socially (Gelderblom, 2010; Schwandt, 

1998). Knowledge, according to social constructionism, is fleeting and negotiated among 

people in a certain time and context (Raskin, 2002). Social constructionism therefore rejects 

the idea of an isolated knower, and proposes that there are ‘knowledges’ as opposed to 

‘knowledge’ (Raskin, 2002; Willig, 2001).  

The focus of research, from this perspective, is on the meaning that is created and 

shared collectively through social practices or language conventions (Schwandt, 1998). 

Valuing relationships, it is in opposition to psychology’s previous focus on the individual, 

and emphasizes an interest in cultural and contextual factors (Raskin, 2002). As such, 

researchers should be aware of the social contexts in which people create meaning 

(Gelderblom, 2010). The MECA framework is thus aligned with a social constructionist 

view, as it acknowledges “the impact of age and stage, cultural variation, social inequities, 

and individual uniqueness within a complex reality of multiple family forms” (Falicov, 

2016a, p. 223).  
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Sample and Sampling  

The sample for the study consists of eight working-class African immigrants residing 

in the Olievenhoutbosch community, and who have families still residing in their country of 

origin. The participants were all over the age of eighteen years old and consisted of four 

males and four females. In terms of their country of origin, one participant migrated from 

Tanzania, two participants migrated from Malawi, and five migrated from Zimbabwe. The 

years that the participants have lived in South Africa ranges from one and a half years to 

seventeen years. The participants have resided in Olievenhoutbosch between five months and 

six years.  

Due to theoretical and practical considerations, this was deemed an appropriate 

sample size as an in-depth analysis of each individual case was possible (Pietkiewicz & 

Smith, 2014; Robinson, 2014). It has been noted that in qualitative research the number of 

participants is not as important as the depth of the information covered (Fossey et al., 2002). 

The data collected by each participant was in-depth which was confirmed when the last 

participants did not seem to yield many new significant insights in relation to the research 

questions (Marshall, 1996; Oppong, 2013). Furthermore, new data, codes and themes 

applicable to the research study were not emerging with the latter participants during the data 

analysis process (Fusch & Ness, 2015; Saunders et al., 2018). As such, it appeared that an 

appropriate level of saturation had been reached (Fusch & Ness, 2015; Oppong, 2013; 

Saunders et al., 2018). It is important to acknowledge, however, that prior to the 

commencement of the study a target sample size of between eight and twelve participants had 

been envisaged. Although more participants would have been ideal, and many people had 

expressed their interest in participating, unexpected challenges arose on the days that the 

interviews were scheduled. Often, the interviews would be scheduled and confirmed, but not 

attended. On other occasions, participants would cancel at the time of the meeting and 
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reschedule for another day, only to do cancel again on the rescheduled day. Factors that could 

have influenced this may include no longer being interested, possible inconvenience, 

concerns for safety, lack of incentives, not trusting me as an outsider to the community, as 

well as other commitments. During these instances, a decision had to be made regarding 

whether contacting them to reschedule after each no-show or cancellation would become 

indirectly coercive. As such, it was reiterated that participation is entirely voluntary and if 

they were not interested or able to meet that the interview could be cancelled. Furthermore, 

potential participants who still showed interest were not contacted again to reschedule after 

the second no-show. The data collection process therefore took much longer with 

considerably more effort than anticipated. Robinson (2014) noted that the sample size may 

have to be reduced if the recruitment of participants proves to be more challenging than 

anticipated, as the challenges cannot ever be entirely predicted at the beginning of the 

process.  

In the case of this study, the recruitment of more participants was further halted by the 

COVID-19 pandemic and the associated national lockdowns. With the implementation of 

social distancing and the halting of nonessential activities ordered by governments across the 

globe, including South Africa, recruiting participants and conducting interviews was not only 

unfeasible, but illegal (Department of Health, 2020; South African Government, 2021; 

Weissman et al., 2020). When the lockdown was eased, recruiting and meeting with 

participants still did not seem appropriate or ethical, as the possibility of placing each other at 

risk was not eliminated. As the nature of data collection involved meeting on a face-to-face 

basis, thereby eliminating social distancing, the participants and myself would be exposed to 

infection (Sy et al., 2020; Vindrola-Padros et al., 2020). Unlike many other research studies 

that could commence with the data collection online, it did not seem possible to do with a 

sample population that lacked access to the necessary resources (Weissman et al., 2020). 
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Additionally, in alignment with a social constructionist viewpoint, given the considerable 

social and economic impact this pandemic has had on this country and the world at large, it 

was also likely that the experiences and contexts of people, and therefore the data gathered, 

would not be comparable or relevant to those interviews already conducted. It was thus 

decided that the eight participants with whom the interviews had already been conducted was 

sufficient especially in the light of the saturation already reached. 

In terms of the sample population, Morrow and Smith (2000) iterated that a site for 

research should be selected based on its ability to create an increased understanding of the 

phenomenon under investigation, to “illustrate the social interactions in which human 

meanings are constructed, and whether it can complement other data” (p. 209). In 

Olievenhoutbosch, the homes of some migrants have frequently been under threat by the 

community and government, rendering it a very relevant group to conduct this research on 

(Brkic, 2010; du Plooy et al., 2006; Hiropoulos, 2017; IOM, 2009; Moatshe, 2018; Tlhabye, 

2017). Their sense of belonging in Olievenhoutbosch may be under threat due to these events, 

and it was valuable to find out whether a sense of belonging with their families in their 

countries of origin to remediate this potential reality.  

An element of convenience sampling was used as this community was accessible to 

me as the researcher and this did play a role in the selection of the community. It has been 

noted that convenience sampling is the most economical sampling technique in terms of time, 

cost and effort, but holds the highest risk for yielding poor quality data (Marshall, 1996; 

Oppong, 2013). However, for successful research, Spradley (1980), as cited by Morrow and 

Smith (2000), identified six approaches to keep in consideration when selecting a social 

situation, namely “simplicity, accessibility, unobtrusiveness, permissibleness, frequently 

recurring activities, and participation” (p. 209). The increased accessibility of 

Olievenhoutbosch to me as the researcher and my relative familiarity with this community 
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should therefore not be used to label the sampling strategy as purely convenience as it rather 

enhanced the purposive nature of the study. Since I am acquainted with many people who 

interact or live in this community, I was able to gain more insight into the social context of 

the community and therefore evaluate whether this would be a suitable sample population for 

my study. It further enabled me to assess whether the study would be ethically appropriate to 

conduct in this community. Isaacs (2014) recommended that the study should be discussed 

with community leaders before the research begins so as to increase a sense of trust and 

support whilst also ensuring that the research would not include harm on the community. For 

this study, it was done through various informal conversations with people who resided in 

Olievenhoutbosch prior to the designing of this research study.  

Furthermore, all research studies have an element of convenience involved, and 

should not be disregarded for just that reason (Marshall, 1996; Oppong, 2013). Nevertheless, 

a research study’s sampling procedure is more justifiable when the selection criteria is given 

more consideration (Oppong, 2013). Here, participants were selected based on certain criteria 

that are relevant to the research questions (Oppong, 2013). Since the main criteria for being 

participants in the present study was that they are working-class immigrants in 

Olievenhoutbosch with families still in their country of origin, one can deduce that specificity 

was involved. As such, purposive sampling, the most commonly used sampling technique in 

qualitative research, was used to provide more consideration to the sample being used 

(Oppong, 2013). The participants were also able to speak English to eliminate the 

complications that may have arisen if a translator was used. Isaacs (2014) noted that 

qualitative sampling involves the recruitment of participants who would be able to provide 

in-depth accounts to the topic being studied and is therefore purposeful. The purpose of this 

study was not to generalise to the whole immigrant community, but rather to provide a rich 

and in-depth account of this group of people. Choosing individuals at random was not 
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appropriate for this qualitative study as it may not have been productive (Marshall, 1996). 

Purposeful sampling, with an element of convenience, was thus an appropriate sampling 

technique for this specific study.  

Many participants were recruited with the help of a gatekeeper. Since the means 

through which data is collected in qualitative research involves interaction, it is dependent on 

whether “researchers can position themselves in such a way that participants in the world 

they seek to will interact with them” (Morrow & Smith, 2000, p. 209). The gatekeeper played 

a key element in this process as it increased the sense of trust and rapport required to obtain 

data that is of high-quality (Morrow & Smith, 2000). The person who assisted me as a 

gatekeeper is actively involved in the Olievenhoutbosch community and is an immigrant 

himself. He is further a trusted member of the community and has insights into the realities of 

many people who reside there. As such, he was able to introduce me to people who met the 

sample criteria. At the same time, he is not a formal leader in this community, thereby 

reducing the level of power imbalances and feelings of obligation at play during the 

recruitment process (Isaacs, 2014). Other participants were recruited through the snowball 

technique, which is a form of purposive sampling, as the participants distributed my details to 

those who may be interested (Oppong, 2013). After ethics approval was obtained, the 

sampling procedure proceeded as follows: 

1. The gatekeeper was given a comprehensive overview of the proposed research so that 

he would be aware of the target sample and ethical recruitment procedures. He was 

informed that participation was entirely voluntary, and that no incentives were given 

in compensation.  

2. The gatekeeper signed a confidentiality form to ensure the safety of the participants 

(see Appendix A).  
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3. I then went with him to the Olievenhoutbosch community and the Olievenhout Plaza 

where he introduced me to people who met the criteria for participation. Some of 

these people were acquaintances of him. These acquaintances further introduced me 

to people who may be interested.  

4. After introducing myself, I explained the purpose of the study, emphasised voluntary 

participation and confidentiality, and discussed the logistics of the interview. 

Thereafter I handed them the participation information sheet (see Appendix B). The 

potential participants were encouraged to take these forms home and think about 

whether they would like to participate.  

5. Those who wanted to participate either gave me their numbers or contacted me 

through WhatsApp. Communication with all participants was done through 

WhatsApp as this seemed to be the preferred by all participants and was most cost 

effective. Here again I emphasised that participation is voluntary, explained that their 

identities will be kept confidential, and asked them if they had any questions related 

to the research or logistics of the interview.  

6. Those who were still comfortable and willing notified me of their availability and we 

arranged to meet accordingly.  

 

It is crucial to note that the use of a gatekeeper may have held a few complexities. 

Gatekeeper bias may have arisen if the potential participants themselves influenced the 

choice of who would eventually participate in the research (Oppong, 2013). The gatekeeper 

himself may also have had his own opinions regarding who should be included in the study 

(Oppong, 2013). This could, unfortunately, not be avoided completely. I did, however, ensure 

that participants were chosen (by me) based on the research criteria by assessing whether they 
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met the criteria for the study upon recruitment. I further confirmed their suitability to 

participate at the beginning of the interview to ensure that they met the criteria.  

Data Collection  

To increase the level of safety and privacy during the data collection process, the 

interviews were conducted on an individual and face-to-face basis. The venue for the 

interviews was in a space that was separate from the Olievenhoutbosch community, whilst 

also being easily accessible to, and agreed upon, by the participants. Before the interview 

began with each participant, a discussion was again initiated to remind participants that the 

interview and questions were entirely voluntary, and that they were welcome to terminate the 

process immediately should they have any discomfort with any of the questions or the 

process in general. Participants were further provided with the consent form for the study and 

for audio recording (see Appendix C and Appendix D respectively), and a discussion 

regarding the research study, interview questions, and audio recording ensued to ensure that 

each participant understood and was comfortable with this process. Furthermore, participants 

were informed that the interviews would be transcribed, but that their identities would remain 

confidential and that pseudonyms would be assigned to each. After these discussions, when 

participants verbalised their agreement to the process, they were encouraged to sign the 

consent forms.  

To collect the data, semi-structured interviews were conducted which ranged between 

approximately one hour and two hours. The variability in these times was dependent on each 

participant’s engagement with the questions as well as their availability on that day. As one 

of the most common means of collecting data, semi-structured interviews enable the topics 

related to the research question to be answered, through the guidance of a list of open-ended 

questions, whilst also allowing the participant to deviate to some extent from the questions to 

provide more unanticipated or contextual information (Isaacs, 2014). As such, this means of 
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collecting data also favours the participants’ knowledge and ensures a sensitive approach to 

their language (Fossey et al., 2002). Semi-structured interviews was thus appropriate for this 

study as it enabled a conversational and in-depth discussion that was focused on the research 

question whilst also being responsive to each participant (Fossey et al., 2002; Morrow & 

Smith, 2000). An interview schedule (see Appendix E) was used to ensure that guided and 

focused interview were conducted that covered all of the necessary topics (Fossey et al., 

2002). The interview schedule was developed by myself and my supervisor and was pre-

piloted with one individual who fit the sampling description. This was done on an informal 

basis to determine whether the questions were clear and understandable, to identify possible 

ambiguities and responses, and to determine whether the layout is appropriate (Williams, 

2003). During the interview, special attention was placed on asking clarifying questions 

rather than making my own assumptions or interpretations, which provided the participants 

with more opportunity to express their own thoughts and beliefs.  

In order to accurately transcribe the data, audio recordings were done with my cellular 

device. This commenced after written consent was provided. After the interview imported 

these audio recordings on to my laptop in a password-protected folder. My cellular device is 

also password protected to ensure that only I have access to these recordings. These 

recordings were transcribed and kept in a password-protected folder on my laptop, and 

subsequently deleted from my cellular device. During the transcription, pseudonyms were 

assigned to each participant according to their gender and the country from which they have 

migrated. The recordings were transcribed verbatim to ensure that an accurate as possible 

analysis is conducted whilst also ensuring that details were not omitted from the participants’ 

accounts.  
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Background Information of Participants 

• Participant one: Emma 

Emma is a black woman who was 29 years old at the time of the interview. She identifies 

as Shona. She migrated alone from Zimbabwe in 2008 when she was 18 years old and thus 

has approximately been in South Africa for 11 years. Emma noted that she migrated after she 

feared her father’s reaction upon receiving her Form IV results. She stated that, after finding 

out she had failed, she stole his money and ran away to South Africa. Upon arrival in South 

Africa, Emma took advantage of her small physique and pretended to be 16 years old. This 

enabled her to stay at an orphanage where she was taken care of. Emma is currently 

unemployed and earns a living through piece jobs. She is residing in a rented room with her 

husband. Emma noted that she has many family members who reside in South Africa, but 

stated that her elders, including her mother and father, live in Zimbabwe. Emma has two 

children who live with her parents in Zimbabwe. Emma describes her children as the main 

reason why she will return to Zimbabwe in the future, as she would like them to be educated 

there, remain connected to their roots, and not be influenced by the violence in South Africa. 

She further does not want to burden her parents who are looking after her late sister’s 

children. Emma describes her experiences in South Africa as pleasant and welcoming, as she 

finds support and a sense of familial care here. She did, however, acknowledge that the name 

calling xenophobic acts do frustrate her and make her want to return home at times. She 

describes these acts as minimal and further believes that she would feel the same if she was in 

a similar position as the local inhabitants.   

• Participant two: George 

George is a black male who was 47 years old at the time of the interview. He had been 

living in South Africa between 4 and 5 years and has migrated with his wife from Bulawayo 

in Zimbabwe. He describes himself and his wife as the breadwinners for their family in 
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Zimbabwe, who consists of his three children, his mother and father, as well as his brothers. 

He noted that this is the reason why they have had to migrate. George was an electronic 

engineer by profession and is now fixing phones in the Olievenhoutbosch community for a 

living. He describes his experience in Olievenhoutbosch as very challenging as he struggles 

to buy product for his business and has experienced xenophobic acts. He believes that much 

of the violence in this community is directed towards foreign nationals and is thus afraid to 

reside there. However, he sees no other option but to stay as his family do not have another 

source of income. George’s home language is Ndebele but noted that it is similar to the 

isiZulu spoken in South Arica.  

• Participant three: Pamela 

Pamela is a black female who was 30 years old at the time of the interview. Although 

Pamela had migrated from Zimbabwe to South Africa in 2014, she noted that she only started 

residing in Olievenhoutbosch in 2016. Pamela migrated alone in order to find work and 

provide for her family, taking the role of the provider after the passing of her father. Although 

she had formerly lived by herself in a room, she has recently started sharing this room with 

her brother who has also moved to Olievenhoutbosch in search for work. Pamela formerly 

sold vegetables in Olievenhoutbosch as a source of income but has since pursued her career 

as a musician performing live events and selling her CDs. She noted that her music is on her 

home language, Shona, but that the genre and dance routines are South African. Pamela noted 

that her family consists of her mother, her little brothers, her sister as well as her two 

children. Her children are being taken care of by their father in Zimbabwe. Since residing in 

Olievenhoutbosch, Pamela stated that she has not experienced any problems. Despite this, she 

does not trust anyone and prefers to refrain from making close attachments. She further 

described Olievenhoutbosch as unpredictable and is fearful when there are protests in the 

community as foreign nationals are often targeted.  
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• Participant four: Aneni 

Aneni is a black Shona speaking female who has migrated from Zimbabwe and was 43 

years old on the day of the interview. She initially migrated to South Africa in 2010 after her 

husband, who migrated to South Africa in 2006 began to send remittances and money less 

and less frequently. Aneni was guaranteed a job as a domestic worker but was laid off after 

one day’s work. Having no other prospects in South Africa, she returned to Zimbabwe. Aneni 

describes this period in Zimbabwe as incredibly difficult as, although her children had lived 

with her younger sister and was provided for, she was starving and unsupported by her family 

due to the reputation that her husband had developed for not supporting his family. Aneni 

thus decided again to migrate to South Africa in 2014 and has been in Olievenhoutbosch 

since. Aneni worked as a domestic worker for approximately four years but describes that 

period as challenging as she worked incredibly hard and received a small salary. At the time 

of the interview, Aneni was buying and selling clothes as a means to support herself and her 

children but noted that her profit is not enough to support herself and her family. Aneni 

expressed a strong desire to return home as she believes that she is living in poverty in South 

Africa as well, and so would rather be with her family. She further noted that she does not 

feel safe nor comfortable in Olievenhoutbosch.  

• Participant five: Ronald 

Ronald is a 37-year-old male who has migrated alone from Zimbabwe in 2013 and speaks 

Shona as his home language. He has been living in Olievenhoutbosch since then. He noted 

that he migrated in order to provide for his wife and children. Ronald has been employed for 

five years on the time of the interview at a company called Mukuru and earning commission. 

Despite having a relatively stable employment, Ronald expressed his challenges with 

providing for his family, himself as well as his extended family. He stated that, after the 

passing of his father and as the firstborn in his family, he is often the person his sisters turn to 
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when they experience financial challenges. Ronald described the crime and his lack of a 

sense of safety as his biggest challenge in Olievenhoutbosch, but further noted that he is 

persevering for the sake of his family.   

• Participant six: Stanley  

Stanley is a 35-year-old male who has migrated alone in 2018 from Malawi at the time of 

the interview. His wife subsequently joined him in 2019, leaving his two children with his 

father and mother in Malawi. Stanley noted that he has migrated with the hopes of finding a 

better source of income, as he desires to be independent from his parents. Stanley noted that 

this has not yet come into realisation, but that he is hopeful that his time will come. In the 

meantime, his father is providing the funds for Stanley’s children’s school fees, their food 

and so forth whilst Stanley is providing the finances necessary for their clothing. Stanley 

speaks Chichewa as his home language. Stanley noted that he has some relatives near 

Olievenhoutbosch and friends from Malawi with whom he socialises. Stanley believes that he 

would feel more at home in Olievenhoutbosch if he had a more comfortable space to call his 

own. He believes that his living conditions do not provide him with the adequate comfort to 

feel a sense of belonging as he is continually concerned about the bills and his landlord. He 

describe his living conditions as of a low standard and lacking freedom. He further expressed 

his frustrations with being labelled a “foreigner” and being excluded from the community.  

• Participant seven: Lina 

Lina is a 23-year-old single female who has migrated alone from Tanzania in 2014. She 

stayed in Groenkloof for approximately two years before she moved to Olievenhoutbosch and 

has stayed there up to the date of the interview. Lina noted that her family consists of her 

mother and three siblings who live in Tanzania. Although she did not state that she had 

migrated to provide for them, she did note that she migrated with the hopes of finding work 

and does at times send money and gifts to them. Lina’s home language is Swahili. At the time 
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of the interview Lina was working at an electronic store in Olievenhoutbosch and noted that 

her sense of belonging is often subject to the state of the business. She further noted that she 

often feels uncomfortable and anxious when there is violence and xenophobia in the 

community, or when the cultural practices are significantly different to hers. Other than that, 

Lina has expressed her involvement in a Tanzanian church community in Pretoria where she 

can speak her home language, Swahili, and socialise with people from various nationalities.  

• Participant eight: Victor 

Victor is a 60-year-old male who has migrated to South Africa alone from Malawi in the 

year 2000. He migrated in order to provide for his family, who consists of his wife and adult 

children. Victor’s approximate 19 years in South Africa have been spent in many towns and 

provinces doing various jobs. However, in 2005 he decided to start a business transporting 

goods on a monthly basis from South Africa to Malawi so that he can see his family more 

regularly. Victor has only been in Olievenhoutbosch for five months during the time of the 

interview and noted that he has moved here as it is a central space for his business. Although 

his long stay in South Africa has left him often feeling unfamiliar with Malawi, he still calls it 

home as it is where his family is residing. Victor has learnt to adapt to South Africa by 

learning various languages and acceptable behaviours, but still expressed his challenges with 

xenophobic acts and being excluded from the community. Victor’s home language is 

Chichewa.  

Data Analysis  

The data was analysed using thematic analysis as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). 

This method involves the identification, analysis and reporting of patterns in data through a 

step-by-step process (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This research study followed Braun and 

Clarke’s (2006) six-step-process which is outlined as follows (p. 87):  
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1. Familiarising yourself with your data 

This phase involves immersing oneself with the data by transcribing and 

actively reading the transcripts repeatedly in order to gain a wider and deeper 

comprehension of the content.  

2. Generating initial codes 

In this step, preliminary codes are created as the data is systematically worked 

through.  

3. Searching for themes  

Here, the codes are grouped according to potential themes, ensuring that all 

data associated with that theme is collated.  

4. Reviewing themes 

This involved the creation a thematic ‘map’ by reviewing whether the themes 

correspond to the coded extracts (Level 1) and the entire data set (Level 2).  

5. Defining and naming themes 

Continuing the analysis by refining each theme’s specifics and the story told 

by the analysis, generating clear definitions and names for each theme.  

6. Producing the report 

Selecting comprehensive and engaging extracts from the data, concluding the 

final analysis of these extracts, and relating this information to the research question 

and literature to produce an academic report.  

 

 Braun and Clarke (2006) noted that the collection of data through interactive means, 

such as interviews, as well as the transcribing process, begins to create an element of 

familiarity with the data and can play a part in the immersion process. The transcribing of the 

data can further be included as an interpretative act, thereby facilitating the analysis of the 
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data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The interviews were conducted and transcribed by me to 

facilitate this process and enabled a more engaged understanding of the information before 

the initial codes were actively generated from the dataset. Initially, each transcript was coded 

separately and extensively, in an inductive manner, in order to let the meaning and themes 

emerge from the data (Morrow & Smith, 2000). The coding process was done through 

research software known as ATLAS.ti, which assists the systematic arranging and managing 

of qualitative data (ATLAS.ti, 2021). After the initial coding of the transcripts, emerging 

patterns or codes that shared similar meanings were collapsed into a unified code. These were 

then further grouped with other codes that were closely related into candidate themes and 

subthemes that addressed the research questions. The themes were then reviewed by firstly 

ensuring that data extracts within each candidate theme created a coherent pattern, moving 

extracts or adjusting themes as necessary. Secondly, each interview was then compared to the 

rest of the data set to ascertain which themes were relevant across all participants. During this 

stage, additional data was coded as patterns became evident across the entire data set. After 

the thematic map became clearer, the information of each interview was tabulated into a 

Microsoft Word document, grouping each code and its associated responses with its 

subthemes and themes. When this was completed for each participant’s account, a master list 

was created whereby all codes and subthemes of all the participants were grouped according 

to the relevant themes. Here, a register was kept to identify which themes where most 

prevalent across the entire data set, whilst not ignoring those codes that were only prevalent 

in one or two participants or that contradicted the rest of the data. Braun and Clarke (2006) 

noted that an analysis without contradictions is suspicious if it does not involve an in-depth 

explanation. Throughout this process, the themes were further defined, collapsed, and refined 

as similarities and patterns became more evident. This frequently involved returning to the 
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data extracts and the original transcripts to ensure that the information and context of each 

extract was still relevant to the theme in which it was grouped.  

Benchmarks for Qualitative Rigour 

In ensuring that the thematic analysis conducted is of appropriate quality, Braun and 

Clarke (2006) emphasise the rigorous application of both theory and method. Yet, rigour 

should not only apply to data analysis, but should be applied across the research study 

including the sampling process and data collection (Bowen, 2005; Robinson, 2014; Thomas 

& Magilvy, 2011). Rigour is said to build confidence and trust in the findings, the accuracy in 

how this study represents the population being studied, and aids in the development of 

consistency in the research methods (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). Thomas and Magilvy 

(2011) provided a model that addressed four components of trustworthiness, which will be 

applied in this study. These components include 1) credibility, 2) transferability, 3) 

dependability, and 4) confirmability (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). Lincoln and Guba (1985), 

as cited by Morrow and Smith (2000), provided this similar list of criteria, arguing that it 

corresponds with the traditional criteria of validity and reliability. These components were 

applied as follows:  

1) Credibility  

For a research study to be credible, the findings and communication thereof should 

represent the true experiences of the participants and be relatable to those who have similar 

experiences (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). Reflexivity, peer debriefing and member checking 

are methods used to achieve this (Bowen, 2005; Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). In addition to 

emphasizing self-reflexivity as mentioned above, it was also attained by refraining from 

making premature assumptions and rather asking participants what they meant by certain 

words, phrases or narratives during the interview process. During data analysis, the codes, 

themes and interpretations were made by not taking the interview excerpts in isolation but 
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keeping the context of their narratives in mind. When further clarification was needed, the 

participants were contacted. Furthermore, direct quotes from these interviews were used in 

the interpretation and discussion of the findings (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011; Weiss, 1994).   

2) Transferability  

In essence, transferability involves the extent to which the findings of this study are 

applicable to other studies, participants or contexts (Bowen, 2005; Thomas & Magilvy, 

2011). Thomas and Magilvy (2011) advise that this can be achieved through a comprehensive 

description of the population being studied, including their demographics and geographical 

boundaries. This was endeavored by providing a comprehensive overview of the reality of 

migration in South Africa, providing specific context-related content regarding 

Olievenhoutbosch, and detailing the sample population, as well as the sampling and data 

collection processes.  

3) Dependability  

Dependability involves the ability of other researchers to follow the decisions made for 

this study, including the study’s purpose, sample, data collection, analysis, interpretation, 

representation of the findings as well as how credibility was upheld (Bowen, 2005; Thomas 

& Magilvy, 2011). This was attempted in this study through a detailed outline of the research 

process, including my rationale for the decisions made. These were further brought to 

supervision to ensure that the necessary information was provided.  

4) Confirmability  

When the abovementioned factors have been established, confirmability is attained 

(Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). As in the other factors, reflexivity should be visible in this 

process to ensure that others can trust the “conduct credibility of findings and applicability of 

the study” (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011, p. 154). In addition to the continual aspiration toward 
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deeper self-reflexivity throughout this process, as outlined above, semi-structured interviews 

were used to ensure that participants would play a bigger role in leading the direction of the 

interviews whilst still staying relevant to the research topic. Participants were asked to clarify 

certain phrases or slang words, placing emphasis on ensuring that their interpretations and 

meanings were clearly understood rather than my own.  

Ethical Considerations 

It is critical to follow ethical guidelines in all aspects related to the research process 

such as determining the purpose of the study, research methods, the researcher’s personal 

motives, as well as the effects that the research may have on participants and the broader 

body of knowledge (du Plooy, 2010). Ponterotto (2010) argues that vigilant ethical practice is 

not only a function of the research design, but more importantly of  “the researcher’s own 

self-awareness, multicultural competence, and collaborative commitment” (p. 587). Ethics in 

research is organised in two branches, one which considers the participants’ protection, and 

the other ensuring research standards that are professional, scientific and accountable (Pietilä 

et al., 2020).  

First and foremost, the research proposal was sent prior to the commencement of the 

study to the Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC Non-Medical) at the University of 

the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg. The submission to the ethics committee included a copy 

of the participant information sheet, the consent form to participate, the consent form for the 

interview to be audio recorded, as well as the interview schedule. The ethics review board 

evaluated the ways in which data was planned to be collected and analysed. It was approved 

on the 16th of May 2019, with ethics clearance number MACC/19/001 IH, after they 

ascertained that it would not pose a threat to the participants or the university (see ethical 

clearance certificate in Appendix F) and is valid until the 31st of December 2021.  
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• Do no harm 

It was a significant priority to ensure that the research caused no harm to the participants 

(du Plooy, 2010). Given the prominence of xenophobic violence in South Africa and 

Olievenhoutbosch, and the fact that all participants were migrants, special attention had to be 

paid before the commencement of the study to ensure that their safety would not be 

compromised (Crush, 2001; Hiropoulos, 2017; Landau, 2009). The research procedure was 

therefore outlined in detail before the commencement of the study and clearance from the 

Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC Non-Medical) was attained. The process of 

recruiting the sample population, as well as the interview process, had the potential to expose 

their foreign nationality and provoke xenophobic acts. In an attempt to eliminate this risk, a 

gatekeeper was used as he was able to lead me directly to people who may be interested in 

participating, thereby reducing the attention drawn by the wider population of 

Olievenhoutbosch. Snowball sampling further reduced this risk, as participants could refer 

their peers and contact me in private. The interviews were also conducted at a space outside 

of the community, thereby further reducing the possibility of participants being exposed.  

The topic under investigation, and therefore the questions asked during the interview, had 

the potential to cause emotional distress as these participants may have gone through certain 

forms of discrimination or violence, and trauma, because they are immigrants. They may also 

have been reminded of their sense of longing and isolation from their families, thereby 

further inducing emotional pain. In preparation for the possibility that a participant may need 

to be referred for counseling, a psychologist who provides their services to nearby 

communities was contacted and gave permission that they could be referred to them for 

debriefing if needed. Participants were informed of this possibility and made aware that it 

would not incur a cost to them. Referrals to the SADAG Counselling department in Diepsloot 

was provided as another option.   
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• Informed consent 

In ensuring informed consent, participants were provided with information regarding this 

project through an information leaflet, and consent forms, as well as a discussion with me 

regarding the study upon recruitment and before the interview commenced. Although the 

participants were potentially vulnerable to being inaccurately informed about the study, due 

to the possibility of language barriers, it was mitigated by ensuring that participants indicated 

their understanding of the consent given in the form (Kyngas et al., 2020). To ensure 

autonomous decision-making, opportunities for translation was offered to provide them with 

the possibility of reading the form in their own language, although this did not turn out to be 

necessary, and clarification was given when requested (Kyngas et al., 2020). Ponterotto 

(2010) highlights that informed consent can be difficult to obtain in qualitative research as the 

participant is not able to predict the details of what will be discussed during the interview. 

This was accommodated for by showing them the interview schedule during the discussion 

regarding informed consent. The participants were also informed that they had the right to 

refuse to answer any question asked and only provide information that they were comfortable 

with. The participants were further made aware of their right to withdraw their voluntary 

consent at any time prior to the submission of the research report, which they were reminded 

of once the interview had adjourned (du Plooy, 2010; Kyngas et al., 2020). To ensure 

fairness, every person who fit the sampling description and who wished to participate was 

given the opportunity to do so (Pietilä et al., 2020).  

• Confidentiality  

Unfortunately, anonymity could not be ensured as they were known by the gatekeeper, 

interviewed by me, and have signed a consent form. However, the participants’ identities are 

kept confidential, and pseudonyms have been provided to ensure that their responses cannot 

be connected to their identities (du Plooy, 2010). Although the interviews were conducted at 
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a restaurant, special effort was made to ensure that each interview was conducted in a 

secluded area in order to ensure confidentiality. The participants’ recordings only started 

once they had signed their consent forms, and participants were encouraged to refrain from 

using their names during the interview to further facilitate their confidentiality. The 

recordings were transcribed and where some did state their names, their pseudonyms were 

inserted instead.  

• Upholding ethical research standards 

In upholding ethical research standards various measures were implemented. Before the 

commencement of the study, the aims and procedures were in constant review and refinement 

through presentations and supervision. This served to ensure that the topic, sampling 

procedure, methods and data analysis was ethically appropriate. The integrity of this study is 

upheld through the transparent disclosure of all relevant steps and decisions that were taken 

in this study (Pietilä et al., 2020). These processes were further supervised by a psychologist 

who is experienced in research in the field of migration and family relationships (Marchetti-

Mercer, 2009, 2012a, 2012b 2016, 2017). Measures were also taken to ensure that the study 

was conducted with rigor, as was discussed above as benchmarks for qualitative rigour.  

Researcher Reflexivity  

In its very nature, qualitative research, including its data collection and analytic 

process, is grounded in subjectivity (Morrow, 2005). Since this subjectivity stems from the 

researcher’s life experiences or interactions with participants, and can be emotion-laden, is 

important to remain reflexive throughout the process to minimise the possibility for automatic 

assumptions and research bias (Morrow, 2005). Reflexivity thus involves an awareness of the 

self and of the relationship between the self and the research environment (Popoveniuc, 

2014). It is valuable to the researcher in many ways, for instance, Finlay (2002) noted that it 

enables the researcher to 1) continually gain insight into their positionality, perspective and 
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responses, and its effects on others and their interpersonal dynamics, 2) reveal hidden biases 

or unconscious motivations in the approach of the researcher, and 3) encourage the continual 

evaluation of the “research process, method and outcomes”, among others (p. 225). Whilst 

keeping this in mind, it is important to acknowledge that reflexivity is not important purely to 

improve epistemological rigour, but should also practically highlight spaces that have the 

potential for transformation (Popoveniuc, 2014). 

 Luttrell (2000) shared the value of reflexivity in expanding the analytic field and 

noted that ‘good enough’ researchers “name the tensions, contradictions, and power 

imbalances that they encounter in their work, rather than attempting to eliminate them” (p. 

499). They argue that reflexivity should not strive for consensus, but rather compatibility 

(Luttrell, 2000). Finlay (2002) stated that one can begin to manage the power imbalances 

between the participant and researcher by acknowledging the difference in social positions 

and the tensions that may arise from this. As the researcher, I endeavoured to remain 

reflexive in all aspects of this study, and actively tried to increase my awareness of the effects 

that I may have on the study. Although I endeavored to increase my awareness throughout 

this process, I also attempted to mitigate the shortcomings in my own awareness in various 

ways. A strategy to ensure reflexivity includes “consulting with a research team or peer 

debriefers who serve as a mirror, reflecting the investigator’s responses to the research 

process” (Morrow, 2005, p. 254). This was implemented in this research study through 

frequent meetings with my research supervisor and critical discussions with my colleagues. 

Throughout this process, I attempted to expand my awareness of the differences in 

class, education, race and experiences between myself and my participants, and the effects 

that this may have. I am an educated, white female who, as a researcher and student, is 

affiliated with an academic institution. These positionalities of power and privilege were 

disproportionate to the participants, and has the potential to disadvantage or reproduce 
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inequality (Muhammad et al., 2015). During the interviews I became increasingly aware of 

the barriers that our differences in class, race, and sometimes gender had created, as things 

that had seemed normal to me may have created discomfort to the participants. This was 

especially evident in choosing a restaurant as the interview venue, as it inadvertently 

highlighted the class differences, and by me paying the power imbalance was perpetuated. As 

such, a tension arose between the need to find a different venue and the reality that another 

safe and ethically approved venue was not available. Connected to this, it had been brought to 

my awareness, during some of the interviews, that associating with me as a white person 

brought with it an association of wealth, which could have detrimental effects on some 

participants who faced challenges with their landlords as they would then be expected to have 

the means to pay higher rental fees. Here, the importance of conducting the interview outside 

of the community, despite its challenges, became tangible as participants expressed the 

unlikeliness that they would be recognised at the interview venue.  

As an outsider to the Olievenhoutbosch community, it became apparent that some 

potential participants may have had difficulty trusting me, and therefore attending the 

scheduled meetings (Morrow & Smith, 2000). The lack of trust may have contributed to the 

low turnout of participants for their interviews. This was also apparent at the beginning of a 

few of the interviews, as establishing rapport was often difficult with these participants and 

the openness of their sharing was limited. The nature of the information shared was also 

highly personal, which may have been difficult for some participants to share with someone 

they do not know and possibly cannot relate to. Conducting the interviews in a public space 

may have further reduced the participants’ sense of comfort with narrating this personal 

informaton. The challenges with rapport may have affected the data collected, as some 

participants may have provided information that they believe to be socially desirable or 

withheld information they did not feel comfortable sharing. Some participants may have been 
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resistant to expressing their negative attitudes or experiences in fear that I, as a South 

African, may become offended. Our difference in class seems to have further affected the 

expectations the participants had regarding the research interview. Although it had been 

mentioned on numerous occasions that remuneration would not be offered for participation in 

this study, some participants covertly expressed an expectation that their favour would be 

returned by me in the future. This may have further affected the data yielded as they may 

have withheld or provided information that they believed would hinder or facilitate this 

possibility.  

Whilst taking this into account, Morrow and Smith (2000) highlighted that the 

outsider perspective can be beneficial in some respect as the lack of shared assumptions may 

encourage the researcher to enquire about meanings or events that may go unnoticed or taken 

for granted. Throughout the data collection process, I attempted to maintain an attitude of 

curiosity for the participants unique understanding of the phenomena under investigation 

which enabled me to achieve a rich dataset. As an outsider, my distanced perspective could 

also have increased the sense of safety in participants to express their true thoughts and 

experiences as I and my reactions may not be associated with the Olievenhoutbosch 

community. It is thus possible that our differences may actually have contributed to the rich 

data yielded among those participants with whom rapport was developed easily. I 

acknowledge that my particular interest and curiosity in migrants experiences of xenophobia 

may have impacted the data yeilded, particularly with the first two interviews. Although I had 

paid attention to not bring this topic to the conversation unless the participants did so first, I 

became aware that my curiosity, biased assumptions, and increased questioning may have 

probed the participants to speak more on this matter than was necessary. After awareness of 

this was attained, I increased my attempts to let the participants lead the conversation on that 

matter, whilst trying to keep it within the scope of this study. Our differences in power and 
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positionality further brought with it an ethical responsibility on my part to ensure that the 

voices of the participants are more vocal than mine. This is done to ensure that this study is 

not a means to  appropriate their knowledge and experiences, but rather to co-construct 

knowledge with them (Muhammad et al., 2015). Challenges to this in this study may have 

included the fact that English was not their primary language, and although they were 

proficient therein, some phrases and meanings may have been lost in translation. Special 

attention is therefore paid to use direct quotes from the participants to validate the analysis, 

and to confirm the meanings with them rather than making my own assumptions. Although 

reflexivity is crucial in qualitative research, attention was also paid to ensure that reflexivity 

did not cause attention to be moved from the research topic or enable the researcher’s 

experiences to overshadow the participants’ (Finlay, 2002).  

Conclusion  

This chapter outlined the methodological processes followed during this research 

project, including a description of the study’s theoretical underpinning. The findings obtained 

from process outlined in this section will be explored and expanded upon in the following 

chapter.  
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Chapter 4: Findings 

 

     This section presents the findings obtained from the interview data for this study, and 

includes the analysis of this data as guided by Braun and Clarke's (2006) thematic analysis. 

Themes and subthemes relevant to the research topic were identified in this way and will be 

supported through the use of quotes from the interviews conducted with the participants of 

this study. This is done to increase the credibility and transparency of this study as it will 

show how the themes have emerged from the interviews (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011; Weiss, 

1994). The main themes identified from the data collected were as follows: 1) The 

Importance of Familial Obligations, 2) Negative Experiences in South Africa, 3) Lack of a 

Sense of Belonging in South Africa, 4) Longing for Country of Origin, and 5) Need to 

Maintain National Identity. These themes, along with their associated subthemes, will be 

discussed below.  

1) The Importance of Familial Obligations 

This theme broadly represents the responsibilities participants experienced with respect 

to the expectations related to their families in their countries of origin. The majority of 

participants noted the importance of being able to provide for their families financially whilst 

also providing and receiving emotional support. The challenges associated with these 

obligations were also highlighted along with the emotional burden this seemed to create for 

the participants. This will be discussed in the subthemes below.   

1.1) Financial Obligations 

1.1.1) Economic Motivation for Migration  

The majority of participants described their country’s economy, and the challenges 

this creates for the survival of their families, as the main motivating factor for migrating to 

South Africa. George described the economic challenges in Zimbabwe to be the main push 
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factor behind their move to South Africa: “It’s because of the economic situation in 

Zimbabwe. Things are not good.” Stanley described a similar reason for migrating to South 

Africa and further alluded to the hopes he had for migrating to South Africa: “The Malawian 

economy is different to South Africa…. That’s why I came to South Africa. To fetch for a 

better living.” This closely relates to Lina’s intentions: “I come here just to look for a job 

because you can see there that side economic is down.”  

1.1.2) Sense of Financial Responsibility for Family Back Home  

For many of these participants, these motivations were connected to their 

responsibilities to their families in their countries of origin. George described his 

responsibilities as the provider for his household:  

That’s why I have decided to move to South Africa so that maybe I can earn a better 

living for my kids, cause I have got about 3 kids and they need to go to school, they 

need to eat, you see, they need clothes, all those things.  

Pamela shared similar responsibilities: “Like now, my father is dead, so I am the one 

who is taking care of my mother, my little brothers, my sister, and also my kids although they 

are staying with their father, yeah”.  

1.1.3) Emotional Burden Associated with Responsibility to Provide 

For many participants, the above reason for migrating seems to be accompanied by an 

element of pressure to provide for their families in their countries of origin, and an emotional 

burden when they are unable to meet these expectations. George alluded to the expectations 

created by his family to provide as a member of his community: “if the elders are saying ‘no, 

we need the money for this’ then as a kid, or as a child I have to provide, you see.” He further 

pointed to the consequences if he is unable to provide: “They will say ‘no, he doesn’t want to 

work with other people, he doesn’t want to help.’” The responsibility to provide for their 
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families seem to further create significant challenges when it is not possible. As the eldest in 

his family, Ronald expressed his challenges with being expected to provide for his entire 

family: “Sometimes you look like you don’t want to help, but you don’t have, but they don’t 

understand.” To Emma, it is difficult to tell her parents when she is unable to send provisions 

to them: “I can’t say, ah, I don’t have I will just give them hope cause month end I will make 

a plan.” For Pamela, the pressure to provide for her family comes through their frequent 

communication with her, expressing their physical needs, and the emotional challenges she 

experiences when she is unable to do so: “I can blame myself because I didn’t help them 

whilst they need money, you see... Sometimes you don’t have, then [they] want something, 

then I will [not] feel useful.”  

1.1.4) Sacrificing Themselves for the Sake of the Family 

The need to provide for their families in their country of origin often required grave 

sacrifices on the participants’ part. Aneni provided an example of requests made by her 

family, alluding to the pressure to provide, whilst also acknowledging the sacrifice it takes for 

her to meet these requests:  

Right now there’s a problem of electricity [back home]. So, I have to starve myself 

again to buy a solar, to buy a battery, so that they will continue and not sit at home, because if 

they sit at home they will look at me. Me, I have nothing to help... So it’s difficult to me to 

help. 

Pamela shared her challenges surviving in South Africa whilst also assisting the 

survival of her family:  

It’s a lot and you see like now there is no work, there is no money, so I have to say 

this little I have I have to share because here I am paying rent, electricity, food, 

clothes... And then there at home they have to eat also.  
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Often, the family back home seemed to be unaware of the extent of these sacrifices, 

leading to a sense of increased pressure on the participants to provide. George commented on 

this disconnection between his family’s knowledge and his reality:  

But sometimes they don’t know what is happening here in South Africa because they 

don’t see what is happening in reality, you understand, but of course they will keep on 

saying; “Just try harder, try harder, try harder to work. It’s gonna be fine”.  

Despite this increased sense of obligation, it seems as if most participants still tended 

to keep the truth of their circumstances from their families, whether this be challenges 

financially, emotionally or physically, so as to relieve them from the emotional burden it may 

create. Ronald provided an explanation for this, expressing his concern for their feelings: “No 

I can’t tell them this because I can stress them.” Victor, on the other hand, expressed his 

tendency to withhold information related to his health from them in order to maintain the 

sense of assurance in his ability to provide for them: “I know family is problem if maybe they 

depend on you they complain too much. And if they came to see you, when they go they say 

[to others]; ‘No, I don’t know if today he will be alive.’” 

1.1.5) Sense of Fulfilment Arising from Providing for One’s Family  

Despite the difficulties experienced the prospects of providing for their families 

brought with it an element of fulfilment for some participants. Aneni described the sense of 

purpose that being able to provide for her family entails:  

You know why I find it good, whenever I hear that they are safe, they have food, they 

have paid rent, I am fine with that. Even me here I feel free… Because I know that 

they are eating, they have a place to sleep, so I will be fine with that.  

George shared similar sentiments:  
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I cannot come all the way from Zimbabwe just to come here and sit, or to come here 

and start stealing, no… Whatever I get as long as my family can… I can put food on 

the table for my family. It’s better for me.  

George further shared his thoughts on the support he receives from his family, 

conveying how they encourage him to pursue their common goal:  

They really support me cause they know if I move there to Zimbabwe there is no food 

on the table, so they keep on encouraging me that no, just keep on trying. Keep on 

working hard there, everything will be fine one day… 

1.1.6) Family in Country of Origin Having to Provide Financial Support  

However due to the lack of employment opportunities in South Africa, and the financial 

challenges associated therewith, there were a couple of instances where the families of the 

participants were required to provide financial support. In these cases, participants were not 

comfortable with this and created a self-driven sense of pressure to support themselves and 

their immediate families. This is true for Stanley, as he is motivated to provide for his family 

independently despite his parents offering to assist them: “I don’t like to depend on my 

parents because its long time my father start caring about me, giving me food, from the time I 

was young…Now I have to stand on my own.” Aneni shared similar sentiments about her 

sister wanting to support her financially: “You know, most of the time, when someone is just 

giving you every day and you, you don’t give anything, you feel touched. And you, you feel 

like you are stressing people.”  

1.2) Relational Obligations 

1.2.1) Migration Contributing to Relationship Challenges with Family  

Some participants expressed the challenges they experience in their relationships with 

their families in their country of origin. Emma expressed how her migration and the way in 
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which she has migrated has affected her relationship with her father: “To me [moving to] 

South Africa just broke that relationship with my daddy… you know mum will be always 

mum, she forgives, but [with] my daddy [I] can see that she got somewhere somehow she got 

still that anger.” Aneni expressed the uncertainty that her husband’s migration created in her 

marriage: “You know mostly when our husbands are here, they get married.” Connected to 

this, Victor provided his observations on the effects of migration on families: “Other people, 

the foreigners, let’s say my countrymen. Like those who come from Malawi, some people 

they lose their families just because they are staying here.” 

1.2.2) The Importance of Maintaining Family Attachments 

In order to maintain their relationships with their family in their country of origin, 

participants expressed the importance of maintaining contact with them. Five participants 

expressed their wish for regular contact with their family, for example Ronald expressed how 

this affected his experience in South Africa: “What make me to not like to stay it’s far. To see 

my family. I like to see my family every day.” To George, this includes just being able to 

contact them: “if we had cash otherwise we would be talking to them almost on a daily 

basis.” Emma expressed how telephonic communication does not suffice for her, and that 

even her visitations are too short:  

It won’t be enough. Even when I go home… The first day we sleep in a… got forum 

downstairs, neh, we will sleep in dining hall so there to talk and talk and talk. And it 

can’t be enough until the following day cause they got a lot to tell and myself I have a 

lot to tell again…  

To many participants, such as Lina, staying in contact seems to provide a means to 

connect and gain emotional support despite the long distance between her and her family 
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back home: “I am far and they are far so they have to know how I am doing here.” George 

expressed his intention and the importance of maintaining regular contact with his family:  

It makes the… relationship with our parents and with our kids very strong. Very, you 

see. Because the more you, you stay for a long period without talking to them… eish, 

it’s a terrible thing. The relationship won’t be that strong and that bond won’t be that 

strong. So it is very important every now and again to talk, every now and again to 

visit, just to maintain that relationship. Keep it intact.  

Pamela shared similar reasons: “It helps a lot, because they won’t forget you… Sometimes 

you end up like your kids won’t recognise, like realise you are mom because you are not 

contacting with them. So you see, you have to contact with them.” 

Staying in contact extended beyond providing emotional support, and also 

importantly enabled their material needs being communicated. Stanley expressed his reasons 

for maintaining contact, noting the importance of being aware of their material and emotional 

needs:  

Each and every weekend I have to take time to chat with them there in Malawi. They 

have to tell me about their problems there, about my children. I have to send 

something small to help my children in Malawi. Yeah. Always I am keeping in touch. 

I know everything about my family in Malawi.  

As Stanley had alluded to, staying in contact also provides a means to touch base in 

terms of their family’s needs for provision. Similarly, Victor mentioned the importance in 

being available for his family: “If they call now ‘there is a problem here’, you can fetch 

money then you send the same time.”  
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1.2.3) ICTs as an Integral Component in Maintaining Contact 

All participants expressed the usefulness of using Information Communication 

Technology (ICTs) in order to stay in contact with their families. As seen above, the reasons 

included the use of ICTs as a means to maintain emotional attachments and to request 

provisions from the participants. Ronald alluded to the convenience that modern technology 

provides:  

So, now what makes me easiest is like when… we are sending money it can quickly 

get in my country within minutes. It’s different like long time back. Things are easier 

now. It’s what is make me comfortable because of I send now she quickly reply “I 

receive it.” 

However, maintaining contact through ICTs does not come without significant 

challenges. This involves either the financial costs of being in contact, having a mobile 

device, or is related to connectivity issues back home. Aneni expressed her significant 

financial challenges with maintaining contact:  

It’s like, my children, mostly I talk them once a month, because I can’t afford to call 

them. For me to call my children I must buy airtime for R50 and that money I can’t 

afford it and I don’t have cash…  

These challenges do seem to create an emotional burden on the participants and their 

families back home. This is evident in Lina’s recollection of an incident where her phone had 

stopped working, and she was unable to inform her family:  

I was not on WhatsApp, my phone just… just… it was not working and I did not have 

money to buy another phone, so they was looking for me too much… so when [I later 

opened] WhatsApp [there were] too much messages [saying]: “Yoh, are you die? … 

Ah we thought… people were burned you already, they kill you already.”  
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Despite these challenges, modern technology seems to have created more cost-

effective avenues for participants to communicate with their families across the border. 

Stanley expressed the benefits of using mobile data to call his family as opposed to direct 

calls:  

In Malawi there is no challenges or difficulties. Everything is fine, as long as you 

have data… because direct call is expensive… its R5 a minute but if I have got R10, 

200 megabytes, ah you can’t finish it for an hour.  

Lina expressed the financial burden that cross-border mobile calls hold, and the cost 

effectiveness of WhatsApp communication: “me I can’t call them normal [mobile] call 

because it’s very expensive. But through WhatsApp its easy. You can talk until you are 

tired.” With it being more cost-efficient to use WhatsApp, participants such as Lina are able 

to communicate for longer or more frequently, thereby maintaining contact with their 

families and enabling them to know when provisions are needed.   

2) Negative Experiences Connected to Living in South Africa  

 

This theme broadly represents the experiences shared by most participants whilst 

residing in South Africa and specifically Olievenhoutbosch, that negatively affected their 

sense of safety and security. This theme came across quite predominantly to all participants, 

dominating their experiences.  

2.1) Lack of a Sense of Safety 

All participants expressed a sense of feeling unsafe in South Africa. Victor voiced 

how the crime in Olievenhoutbosch increases his tendency to physically isolate himself:  

[Olievenhoutbosch] is not so safe because most of the time you can hear other 

people they killed with the guns, yeah… so, stabbed with the knives… so… 
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actually must go at, at home earlier, yeah, so must stay indoor most of the 

time. 

Similarly, Pamela placed special emphasis on her concerns for safety during the 

evening:  

Yeah, you can’t go out during the night. Either they will rob you, either they 

will kidnap you or they will do something bad to you, you see. So I can’t say I 

am feeling at home in Olieven. You can’t because you are always scared... 

Because one day they will start these fighting things and they will start 

burning things like what’s going to happen? Tomorrow it will be you. So you 

can’t say I’m feeling at home”.  

Stanley expressed his feelings related to the unpredictable nature of South Africa and 

the lack of feeling safe:  

South Africa is like a sea because a see sometimes can be fine, there is no 

waves or what, but if the waves comes the sea is dangerous. Yeah, if you are 

staying there in the location, that side is like the sea, if those people they start 

fighting you can’t go to work, you have to hide in your room.  

To Emma, the frequent crime is the main source of her emotional distress, elaborating 

on how this makes her long for home:  

Myself especially when it about to go to sunset and I am thinking of crying, 

“Eish, am I going to make my mom alive, when I am still alive? Eish, these 

gunshots. Am I going to meet my daddy when I am still alive? My kids, am I 

going to meet them?” Cause, crime makes me think of them every day.  



92 
 

George reflected on his wishes for a sense of safety, noting that all people share these 

desires:  

Everyone wants to live in an environment whereby, even if you want to do 

your business you are not afraid of anything. Even if you want to maybe you 

say you want to move you want to go somewhere else, you just comfortable 

you can walk any time you can do whatever you want to do anytime. 

2.2) Experiences of Xenophobia  

In addition to the crime in general, seven participants expressed that they felt targeted 

as foreign nationals due to xenophobia and that this affected their sense of belonging in South 

Africa. Aneni’s comment expressed this clearly: “[In] Olieven, when it comes to xenophobia, 

you don’t even feel free. If you feel that they, they cut a leg off someone there, and they burnt 

someone there, you don’t feel comfortable. And they will be threatening you.” George voiced 

his fears in relation to the punishment that people in Olievenhoutbosch receive after 

committing a crime: “Sometimes they just punish they beat and they leave but as long as it’s 

a foreigner they kill… that is the thing, as long as it’s a foreigner they kill…” Stanley 

expressed his aversion to the labels South Africans ascribe to him for being a foreign national 

and how this affects him emotionally:  

They are calling us the “foreigners.” Yeah its really true we are foreigners, but it’s not 

our name. I have got my name, my name is Stanley, but they can use the name of 

foreigner. “You are foreigner”, there is another word ‘makwerekwere’, something like 

that makes me not to feel free.  

Additionally, some participants complained about the stereotypes that local South 

Africans used to depict them. For example, Emma expressed that her values and moral code 

are not aligned to the stereotypes attached to the people of her country of origin:  
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They will select us and say “Ah Zimbabwean, Zimbabwean”… we are not the same. 

We are not raised the same, cause to me I think stealing we are taught… Myself I 

wasn’t raised with thief parents and my grandma taught us, taught me to ask.  

George shared similar thoughts, reflecting on how his actions are not aligned with 

these stereotypes: “They’ve got the belief that only foreigners are dirty... They’ve got the 

belief that only foreigners are doing these crimes and whatsoever and so forth… I believe in 

working for myself, not stealing…” This constant stereotyping seemed to prove to be 

emotionally taxing to George, adding to the challenges of living in South Africa: “Eish, it’s 

very difficult, but no choice. It’s very difficult, to be honest it is very difficult.” He further 

expressed the pain he feels for being apart from his family under such circumstances: 

It’s very painful, because you know you spend almost the whole year here, you go 

there you visit them maybe for two, three weeks. When you coming back, ey, its very 

painful, you just feel like maybe, eish, I should just stay for good here [at home].   

2.3) The Impact of Financial Difficulties  

The majority of participants expressed the limitations that financial constraints place 

on their experiences in South Africa. Stanley noted how financial constraints affected his 

sense of belonging in South Africa:  

For us who are living here as… people from other countries, foreigners. We are not 

getting more money to make a home, we are just working to pay rent and other things. 

While if you are a rich guy it doesn’t matter if you are Malawian you can make a 

home in South Africa.  

Stanley also noted how the financial challenges are not experienced the same when he 

is at home: “Most of the times I am struggling. After something like a month-end you have to 

think about rentals worry about this and that… ah I’m not belonging to this side because the 
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way it is like this.” Pamela expressed how these financial challenges increased her desire to 

go back home:  

It’s easy for me to say I’ll go home, I’ll rather go home than to stay here, because… if 

I want to eat, I have to buy. If I want to bath, I have to buy. If I have to sleep, I have 

to buy.  

To Aneni, as an undocumented migrant, the challenges extend to her sense of security 

from the police: “Even those police, if they take me outside there, like now, I don’t have even 

R1… If I don’t have R50 to give them they will take me to Lindela.” Stanley later expressed 

the sense of comfort that financial freedom, and the ability to have a place in South Africa to 

call his own would create for him:  

If I can have a home in South Africa, I think I can feel free because I’ll have the rights 

to do on my home. While in the place where I am staying I don’t have the rights. 

There is no rights what I can do there it’s just like always you are just following the 

rules of the owner of the house.  

2.4) Feelings of Exploitation  

Majority of participants expressed their challenges with being exploited by their 

South African landlords or employers in South Africa. Stanley noted how this affected his 

sense of belonging: “Sometimes the owners of the rooms are not behaving well, that can give 

me stress to separate I myself from that, ah I’m not belonging to this side because the way it 

is like this.” Aneni elaborated on how her landlord’s actions contribute to her feeling that she 

does not belong in South Africa:  

Even where I stay, my own landlord, when she sees me, she can come past here and 

she can see me sitting here [with you]. Then I arrive there, rent goes up... And she will 

tell electricity is finished, she will switch off… Or water is finished, even when you 
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are carrying plastic bags, a small plastic bag with little food, she will follow behind 

me. So, you don’t feel at home. Because if you don’t hide [your groceries] they will 

think you have money and every month the rent will go up.  

Victor shared his observations around the exploitation of foreign nationals by South 

Africans:  

Then… people now, especially the white people, they know most foreigner flocking 

in here. If I work for you… you set… how much you will give me. Not me I have 

said, you ask me how much can I pay you, because there are so many foreigners are in 

here. If you lost me today, you find another one after one hour, you see. 

What also seemed to contribute to participants’ negative experiences in South Africa 

was the sense that they were being treated unjustly/unfairly. Two participants, George and 

Victor, commented on dehumanising experiences and their wish to be treated as human. 

George observed how the value of human life in this country is similar to an animal’s: “you 

know people are dying here, almost on a daily basis. People are being butchered like animals 

here. Have you ever seen a human being being burnt like, like, eish…?” He further stated his 

wish for this to end: “people should just unite. Irregardless of where you come from, we are 

all human beings, we are created by one God”. Emma noted similar observations: “They stab 

people as if they stab some chickens, so it’s scary”. Victor shared similar sentiments, also 

alluding to how humans are dehumanised in this country: “sometimes I feel very bad about it 

because a human being doesn’t slaughter like a chicken… Because those people will make 

orphans. They are bad…”  

Stanley reflected on the sense of disempowerment he felt regarding his living 

circumstances: “the problem is you can’t do something with your power. Our own power, 

you can’t do it.” He later also reflected on a sense of being devalued by the Olievenhoutbosch 
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community: “we are not useful to the people around the place where we are staying… so we 

don’t have any value…” Similarly, Aneni reflected on how foreign nationals are valued: “we 

are just like street kid. You know street kids? We are not even valued.” Some participants 

also experience challenges with accessing basic affordable healthcare, further increasing a 

feeling of injustice, as seen in Aneni’s comment: “when I get sick, I get sick inside the house. 

If you don’t have permit you don’t go to clinic, you go to a private doctor only, and I can’t 

afford to pay a private doctor.” Lina shared similar experiences: “the other day I went there 

hospital… I was sick that day so I went there, there is a clinic somewhere there. They say 

they can’t help you because you don’t have permit and you are a foreigner.”  

2.5) Feelings of Vulnerability Due to Inadequate Documentation   

Moreover, four participants explicitly mentioned the role that the lack of adequate 

documentation has on their sense of security in South Africa. Stanley noted how this placed 

many limitations on what he has access to in South Africa:  

I can’t express my identity there because I don’t have rights to do like that... It doesn’t 

matter you can have some complaints but there is no place where you can express 

your complaints, just because of you are in the country illegally.  

He later mentioned how important the necessary documentation is to his sense of 

freedom in South Africa:  

If you can have good papers, visas, something like that I think we can live free… 

that’s why this thing living in the foreign land without recommended papers it makes you to 

be… to be in captive not to be free. You are in captive... That’s why we are just… living in 

order just to get something at month end to help our families but for many things we are not 

safe and free and there is no value for us because of this.  
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Lina expressed how her lack of documentation has limited her ability to receive 

adequate medical assistance: “I was sick that day so I went there there is a clinic somewhere 

there. They say they can’t help you because you don’t have permit and you are a foreigner.” 

Aneni shared how the lack of documentation leads her to have a deep sense of fear for the 

police: “you don’t walk with a passport… you are not safe. Then when you are passing the 

police… they can stop you, they will take me. They will arrest me, and they will take me to 

Lindela.” Ronald shared his frustrations with not being able to find adequate employment due 

to this documentation: “I do they demanding a lot of different things, you see, that they know 

you don’t have... Even like foreigners ‘we want ID for getting this nice job’, you see, but they 

know that you can’t give that ID.” He later further expressed how it is not easy for foreign 

nationals such as himself to gain the appropriate documentation:  

And other people like that, they give us Asylums for the refugees but at the end when 

you go to that home affair they treat you very rough… They reject it. Too much 

asylums rejected so how can people survive? …when you are go there they treat you, 

they catch you and deport you to that country. Yeah. We have that people who come 

for renewal, take you arrest you at home affair. Deporting to your country, spending 

one month in Lindela, you see. That’s why I say this country, ey! 

2.6) Lack of Social and Emotional Support in South Africa 

Overall, most participants expressed experiencing a lack of social and emotional 

support in South Africa. Ronald noted this by mentioning how he constantly has to be on 

guard due to negative perceptions of foreign nationals: “So they [South Africans] are not 

happy. That’s why I say I will always, always on your marks **laughs** at any time, hey, 

supposed to be alert.” To Lina, the fear for her safety is what causes discomfort: “Like now I 

don’t feel comfortable… because of people beating what what can see even you see it how 
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it’s going on now, yeah. Now I can say yeah, maybe they gonna come here start beating 

people.” Stanley expressed why he associated South Africa with a lack of comfort: “the way 

we are staying is something like struggling, struggling, fighting, fighting.” 

As such, participants experienced a sense of being alienated and feeling lonely in 

South Africa. George commented on his beliefs regarding their being alienated from South 

African communities: “They’ve got the belief that only foreigners are doing these crimes and 

whatsoever and so forth, you understand, so I think that is the reason why they are not 

involving us.” Pamela expressed her sense of loneliness in Olievenhoutbosch and contrasted 

this to her experiences with her family: “If you talk to someone [here in Olievenhout] they 

will laugh at you, but when you are talking to your family they won’t laugh at you but they 

will come up with a solution to solve the problem.” She further noted how the lack of support 

here supported this sense of loneliness:  

Because they are going to say; ‘no we don’t know you, but we were playing ball 

together, we were doing this together, but we don’t know you’, you see. So, you can’t 

just say no I am related to those people, huh-uh, you are not. You come here alone 

you go back alone. 

2.7) Ambivalent Feelings Towards South Africans  

The abovementioned themes seemed to contribute to a sense of general distrust 

towards South African nationals. Pamela expressed her beliefs regarding this: “let’s be 

friends but its finish here. We can laugh the whole day, but I don’t trust you.” Ronald shared 

these sentiments, expressing his reasons for not feeling comfortable in Olievenhoutbosch: “at 

any time the one who is next to you is the one who is going to kill you… So I’m not feeling 

welcome.” Most participants seemed to express how this limited the possibility of forming 

friendships with local South Africans such as Lina: “No I don’t trust anyone I just trust God 



99 
 

only… because the end you can trust a friend, neh, the end of the day… they can make you 

something bad to you.” Whilst holding this sense of distrust, many participants also held 

ambivalent attitudes towards South African nationals. Aneni expressed this: “not all of them. 

Some, they are welcoming, but some they are hard. They are hard-hearted.” As with most 

other participants, Victor shared Aneni’s views: “While other people they are [bad], some of 

them they are honest. They are good, you see.”  

However, there was some sense of ambivalence as a few participants indicated a more 

positive experience, such as acts of support and assistance from the South African 

community. Emma recalled a time where her landlord provided support though an act of 

kindness:  

5 to 6 months back my husband lost job we are five years where I am staying but the 

landlord just came to my room and [said], “You don’t have to bother yourself with 

rent, I can see that you are not working so just try to stuff for food and buy food and 

the electricity for the rent just stop.”  

Pamela recalls instances where people supported her in her career: “sometimes them 

South Africans they support me, they buy my CDs, they support it.” In one instance George 

noted his sense of feeling protected when reflecting on the neighbourhood watch in the 

community: “during the night, they move around patrolling in the night... So, it shows that 

there are these people they love us, and they want to protect us.” Aneni’s ambivalence was 

expressed as follows: “Not all of them… not all of them. Some, they are welcoming, but 

some they are hard. They are hard-hearted.” 

One participant in particular seemed to have had a more significantly positive 

experiences than the rest. To Emma, South Africa has become a home:  
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As for now to me home is South Africa cause if I visit home I will spend two weeks 

and three weeks so it’s not my home. My home is where I live mostly cause I will 

spend the whole year here in South Africa but when I go home its only two… 

sometimes less than two weeks.  

This does not solely seem to be due to the time spent in South Africa but is further 

attributed to her feeling included in the community: “I belong in Olieven. In South Africa- 

myself I can say in South Africa because everywhere the South African people they are 

welcome. They welcome us, especially myself everywhere I go I get welcomed. They 

welcome us, you know?” She also had a sense of family: “the experiences we share, the 

troubles we are facing we share together, you see. So, they are like fam- more than like 

family”.  

Yet, despite some positive experiences, the overwhelming negative experiences 

seemed to translate to negative perceptions towards South Africans or this country in general. 

Victor shared this through narrating his observations and how this contradicts with his values: 

“sometimes I feel very bad about it because a human being doesn’t slaughter like a chicken, 

you see… myself I cannot stand I can even call the police and show them. It’s this one is 

doing nonsense.” Emma’s perceptions led her to a desire for her children to be raised in her 

country of origin:  

I don’t want my kids to be schooling in South Africa. I want them back home cause 

even right now when they come even their minds if you buy car toy they don’t want it 

‘I want a gun’ so that thing grows in their mind…  

George further noted his frustrations with South Africans and their work ethic: “What 

I’ve realised, if you check most of the South Africans they don’t want to work... Everything 
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is done by the government so if they see people who are hardworking most of them they are 

very jealous of that.” 

3) Lack of a Sense of Belonging in South Africa 

This theme reveals how the abovementioned factors negatively impacted upon the 

participants’ sense of belonging in South Africa.  

3.1) Lack of Safety Impacting a Sense of Belonging  

The overall lack of safety described above seemed to have a considerable impact on 

the sense of belonging of most participants, for example, George explicitly stated: “I don’t 

feel safe I don’t even belong there. I don’t feel that to be honest.” Aneni expressed similar 

feelings: “I don’t feel like I belong there, because I, I am not comfortable. I am not safe.” The 

lack of physical safety in South Africa not only seemed to decrease their sense of belonging, 

as many participants mentioned how it also increased their sense of no longer wanting to live 

in this country. This is the case for George: “when these attacks starts or these shootings 

starts that’s when I feel like maybe I should go back home. Cause you know to see people 

just dying like that or to be killed like that, eish, it’s something else.” Victor also noted this 

desire, and specifically mentioned how acts of xenophobia affected him: “They can say ‘You 

kwerekwere’, you see. But you are… you didn’t do anything wrong to them. So, in so doing 

you feel, ah, it’s not good. In fact, we feel to stay at home... Our own country.” Aneni shared 

these views, further alluding to the belief that safety is not attainable in South Africa: “So for 

you to be safe, you just feel that if there was a bus today or if I have bus fare today I must 

go.” 

The lack of safety and belonging may also have led to a sense of resignation as 

expressed by Stanley:  
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the way the people of the land who is staying with us sometimes it’s painful the thing 

I am explaining that’s why most of the times we are thinking to, we are thinking about 

our home country because the way we are staying is something like struggling, 

struggling, fighting, fighting.  

George expressed his aversion to being in a country where he witnesses violent 

crimes and suggested how thinking about his home country reminds him of these hardships: 

“cause there are too many many things which are happening here in SA. Even if it’s not every 

day, you know people are dying here, almost on a daily basis. People are being butchered like 

animals here.” Referring to the many murders that he has witnessed, George later expressed 

how he perceives this: “It’s terrible, terrible. Some of the things we experience here is 

terrible.”  

The lack of safety further seems to create a sense of concern in their families back 

home, as very frequently, participants noted that their families expressed this, encouraging 

them to return to regain some safety. This is evident in Victor’s comment: “They, they are 

always saying ‘come back home’… If they can hear people are fighting, they calling same 

time. Because the TVs are everywhere.” Pamela shared similar experiences, further noting 

how her family then discounts their financial challenges for the sake of her safety:  

They call “Are you safe? Please don’t go where they are doing violence. If it’s not 

safe there can you please take a bus now and come back? We didn’t even say you 

mustn’t come back, even if you don’t have money”  

Aneni also noted this: “They can’t help me with anything. What they can help me 

they just say ‘come back home, if you have money. Even if you come empty handed, just 

come back home. We understand the situation.’” To Ronald it is slightly different, as his 
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family does not encourage him to return due to their dependence on him. However, their 

concern is evident in their congratulating him when returning to visit safely:  

When I’m back home, they will be happy saying: “eish congratulations we know that 

country”. Eish, they hate always each and every day someone is being killed, 

someone is doing like this, something have been happened…. They hear lot of stories 

so when you are going back to there, they always prayed: “eish, let that person being 

survived in a good way.”  

3.2) The Impact of Financial Insecurity on Their Sense of Belonging  

Most participants expressed how financial constraints also affect their sense of 

belonging in South Africa. For example, Stanley explained: “Most of the times I am 

struggling. After something like a month-end you have to think about rentals worry about this 

and that… ah I’m not belonging to this side because the way it is like this.” He further 

expressed his beliefs on the significant impact financial freedom has on his sense of 

belonging in any country:  

If, for instance if you are a rich guy it is just the same to be in your country and to be 

here. You are going to be free for everything, yeah, but if you are poor, life will be… 

tough and you are going to face a lot of challenges.  

George shared these views, suggesting that his experiences in South Africa would be 

different if he did have adequate finances: “But it’s only that we don’t have money to go and 

live maybe in the suburbs or so.” Yet, as Ronald mentioned, this is not the reality for many 

people who immigrate to South Africa: “You can take long [to find a job]… because we are 

many people here… who is looking for a job, you see. So, those things is making a lot of 

things [challenging] in our lives.” Despite it being so difficult, Pamela expressed the 

importance of work for her survival: “So you can’t just say no I can’t go to work I can’t look 
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for work, you have to go out and find work for you to pay where you can sleep.” Victor 

expressed how being continually concerned about survival can affect one’s sense of 

belonging:  

The very important things that can make someone to belong that side, if you find 

something to help yourself. Like money, like the business you are doing if it moves 

smoothly. That can makes you to feel that ay, you belong somewhere. Because if you 

don’t have money you think so many things in your head… you don’t even sleep 

thinking about tomorrow, what am I going to eat? Where am I going to get money? 

3.3) The Importance of Social Participation in a Sense of Belonging 

This theme broadly represents the spaces in which respondents felt they needed to 

participate in in order to experience some sense of belonging. Only two participants felt 

included in the local South African communities. To Emma, this involves not only invitation 

to gatherings, but also to participate in the preparation thereof:  

They are South Africans, they will come to our home and say, “I am doing the party, I 

am inviting you and your tenants.” Which means they take us as the family: “Hey, 

you guys, you don’t have to learn our recipes, you have to teach us your recipes from 

back home.”  

Lina also brought the example of being invited to events as a space in which she is 

invited to participate: “we don’t fight, we talk nice, you can eat together if there is a party, 

‘today there is a party here so you are welcome’. Join together to enjoy together and so on.” 

Emma further noted how her participation in some meetings increases a sense of inclusion 

and comfort: “if they got this meeting and if my landlord is not around she can ask me to go 

around and I will have say as South African too... they make us feel like we are a part of 

them.”  
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On the other hand, most participants reflected on their lack of participation in South 

African communities. This is often associated with a sense of exclusion, as evident in 

Victor’s comment: “Meaning we foreigners, most of the time… actually they don’t include 

ourselves.” George shared similar experiences: “sometimes they don’t involve us, you 

understand. When they are doing their thing they don’t involve us so it’s very difficult to us 

to force ourselves into them.” Stanley highlighted that a sense of separation among foreign 

nationals and South African nationals reduced his ability to participate in South African 

communities: “the main thing is separation among the people. If you are not belonging to, to 

that community there is a separation. We don’t have their own identity, that’s why if we are 

doing things they have to separate us.” To Pamela, on the other hand, the exclusion is 

induced by her aversion to being involved in these spaces: “They even, like why I am saying 

they won’t [include me], I don’t attend their meetings, I don’t attend their anything. 

Anything, I don’t. So, they won’t even recognize me… The point they don’t know me.”  

This lack of inclusion appears to have led participants to seek other spaces to get 

involved in. These were often their own diaporas or religious communities. Victor explained 

the function of these societies as follows:  

Let’s say I come from Olieven, that means they all, the people from Olieven, we came 

together and make a society. If you came from Midrand, they come together and make 

a society. And uhm, on top of that, we don’t allow one of us to be buried here when 

he has died. We are always doing the contributions and then we find a transport to 

take that person to home. To be, get rest at home.  

As Victor stated, George mentioned that this involves participation through financial 

contribution: “If one of us maybe passed on we have got a group where we donate R100, 

R100 each just to help the family. That’s the only group we have on there.” Although Emma 
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does actively participate in other South African spaces, unlike most other participants, she 

also revealed an element of financial participation in a group of people who share her 

nationality:  

I have even forgot myself the group of people which I spend a lot of time, they are 

from Malawi. Those ladies from Malawi, you know? We do this like… every month 

we will pop our R200, R200, R200, R200 then we will share it December… I love 

those people from Malawi because they are very honest so that’s the group I spend a 

lot of time with.  

Lina expressed how her church community also plays a role in maintaining her 

national identity: “The church I’m attending is from home. It’s from home, so we can meet 

there, we talk same language, you feel like you are home you are not even in South Africa. 

Yeah we help each other.”  

As with Lina, most participants further expressed the importance in religious 

participation in creating a space of belonging in South Africa. George expressed the 

important role that his church plays in his experience as a foreign national:  

Yeah, eish, like when its Saturday when I am going to church it’s one of my big day. 

When it’s Saturday I know I am talking to my God, my problems, eish… Yeah, that’s 

one of the few places I feel comfortable.  

Often, this is associated with the space not using their nationality as a criterion for 

exclusion, as expressed by Aneni: “when I am at church whether is South Africans, 

Malawians, Zimbabweans, we are one. We talk of one group.” Victor shared the same 

experience: “in church there is no any difference. You come together, you play together, love 

each other. Yeah, as one family.” As with some other participants, Lina noted that these 

spaces often accommodate for the language differences: “From other country than South 
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Africa they are coming [to my church], Congo, Rwanda, Burundi, yeah… We speak Swahili 

but if for example some visitor came we do translation.” 

These participants further noted that these religious spaces provide a sense of 

emotional comfort. Aneni shared that the shared beliefs proved this element of comfort: 

“when I am at church I am fine. When I am with my church mates we are fine whether they 

are South Africans we are fine. Because we talk of the same thing.” Ronald noted that the 

shared experiences and increased perspective also provides him with consolation: “when I’m 

going there sometimes they will try to teach you how to know if you are in this way, to see 

you are not the only person who is on that situation.” Victor also expressed that an element of 

freedom is involved in the creation of comfort: “because I have got the freedom of prayers, 

yeah, it’s much better because we are there because of God. Yeah, so if you have got the 

chance to go for prayers it is fine.” 

4) Longing for Country of Origin  

In light of the abovementioned negative experiences and the general lack of a sense of 

belonging in South Africa, participants seemed to long for their country of origin which they 

associated with positive experiences. There also seemed to be a strong desire to return.  

4.1) Positive Associations with Country of Origin  

4.1.1) Sense of Security  

In contrast to South Africa being associated as an unsafe place, every participant 

associated their respective country of origin as a space that provides a sense of security and 

comfort. Ronald noted this to be the main factors behind his sense of belonging in his home 

country: “The most thing I’m saying is kept me to feel welcome in my country when I’m 

there, eh, first thing my relatives and I know the security.” To Lina, this involves a sense of 

familiarity: “I feeling nice [when I think of home] because I enjoy peaceful, because I born 
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that side I use their, grow up there.” Seven participants explicitly expressed that their family 

and emotional attachments were associated with a sense of home. Ronald shared these 

sentiments:  

Yes, home is the people, you understand. You can’t talk… is home a building? It’s 

not a home *laughs* home is the people. Yeah, so that you can say it is home. Yeah 

can’t make a home where there is no people.  

Pamela expressed this too, and further noted how this influenced her sense of 

belonging: “That I’m feeling like I belong in Zimbabwe is… everything is there. Everything 

is there. My family, my kids, my gran. Everything is there. Here, I’m here alone, I don’t have 

any family here.”  

Three participants noted how their lifestyle at home was associated with a sense of 

security. Aneni equated this sense of security when being in a space she can call her own, 

despite its challenges: “When I am home I’m just free… because I am in my own place… 

And I enjoy that poverty which is in Zimbabwe, it’s fine to me. Its fine to me than to be 

here.” To Victor, the ability to have his own land and grow food in his country of origin 

increases this sense of comfort: “the living in our country… I said we make our own food, 

then the very important thing… we tame animals like cow… pigs.” Similarly, Ronald noted 

how he doesn’t need to pay money to live in the rural areas of his country of origin: “Yeah 

home is the best. Because I live at home without anything. I don’t pay rent, you see. Me, I’m 

not living in town at home. I live in rural, you know.” 

Despite the fact that many of the participants were responsible for sending remittances 

back home, in two instances, participants also noted that they sometimes received financial 

support from their family members back home. To Stanley, this support is given in the form 

of financial assistance for his children when he is unable to do so: “Because I already telled 
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them that my situation is not fine… I am not working better, so… my father is providing 

school funds, school fees for my children, their food.” Aneni shared similar experiences as 

Stanley: “So my young sister took my children... If I don’t have money I don’t mind because 

she is my mother’s child. She can take care of my children without complaining.” She further 

shared that this support involves provision when she is residing in Zimbabwe: “Yeah, 100%, 

because me and my family, we are united… If someone doesn’t have help… They will try to 

hide your poverty.” 

4.1.2) Associated Home with a Sense of Rootedness 

To six of the participants, home was also associated with a sense of rootedness. To 

Lina, this meant that she and her family had started and lived their lives in Tanzania: “It’s 

because I born there. Even my mother, my father, my grandmother he born that side… Yes, 

I’ve grown up there.” George expressed the personal importance of this sense of rootedness 

and belonging: “That’s where I come from, that’s where I belong, so it means everything to 

me.” Victor shared these views, and further expressed the security that this rootedness 

provided to him and the future generations of his family: “You see in Malawi, I’ve got my 

own ground, my own land for me and my family. The land it was belong to our ancestors. So, 

if I am died, then my children take over.”  

4.1.3) Citizenship  

Three participants explicitly stated that this sense of security with their country of 

origin was also associated with their citizenship. To Stanley, this involves a sense of 

inclusion and participation with his family and in the country that is secure with his 

documentation: “My family is playing a big role there, because everything that is happening 

there, they also count me as I’m in Malawi… Yeah, I registered my ID card there, and my 

parents collect the ID and put it safe.” Lina noted how this sense of security is associated with 
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her presence not being questioned: “Home you enjoy it because you are home you can go 

wherever and no one is gonna act something… like here ‘where is your paper? Where is your 

passport?’ It’s different.” Aneni noted how this came with a greater sense of freedom: “You 

don’t feel at home than when you are in your home country, you do whatever you want to do. 

I go wherever I want to go. I sell wherever I want to sell.”   

4.1.4) Language  

Some participants expressed that their challenges with South African languages 

seemed to impact further on their sense of belonging. Whether it involves challenges due to 

their inability to speak these languages or their nationality being exposed. George noted that 

he is unable to hide his status as a foreign national due to his challenges with speaking a 

similar language to South Africans in Olievenhoutbosch:  

You know sometimes its rather better for people to know the truth than to lie… I 

cannot tell people I am a South African because I don’t know the language of this 

country. I just maybe one or two words, so one way or the other they will realise that 

no this one is not a South African because of my language.  

Two participants expressed how being able to speak a South African language created 

an element of security. Although Pamela noted that she openly speaks her own language, she 

explained how being able to speak in a South African language can increase her ability to 

blend into the community and hide from the law:  

Sometimes you are going to find police they are going to say: ‘Dumelang’, wena you 

don’t know anything. Like now I don’t have any papers I’m just: ‘no God help me’… 

Maybe they can find me talking language of here in South Africa they won’t catch 

me.  
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Victor alluded to this when reflecting on his experiences when he first moved to 

South Africa, expressing how he actively learnt the languages in order to increase his sense of 

emotional security: “because I was new… I was looking each and every face was dangerous 

to me, you see… At first, uh, my experience was… how can I learn the languages.” 

4.2) Longing to Return to Country of Origin 

Following the negative experiences in South Africa as well as a general sense of not 

belonging, every participant expressed a sense of longing for their country of origin. This 

desire to return seems to be quite laden with emotions, as expressed by George:  

Eish…. *long pause* what can I say… If I speak of home… eh… I just feel like, just 

feel like maybe I should go back there. That’s how I feel, when I talk of home I just 

feel like going back to Zimbabwe. That’s how I feel…  

In an emotional tone, Aneni expressed her resignation for residing in South Africa and 

how it is preventing her from being with her family:  

So, it’s difficult for me, because when I am here… inside my hut, truly speaking I 

don’t want to be in South Africa. I just want to be with my children because they need 

my care, motherly care, but they can’t get it, you see. So, I’m being forced to be here 

because of poverty *starts crying*.  

A deep sense of longing is further evident in Aneni’s comment when speaking about 

returning to her country of origin: “I feel… when I just talk at home I just miss home. Like 

right now, my mind is not settled, I am not here.” Pamela expressed this too: “If I’m here, my 

mind is in Zimbabwe. Like always I can dream playing with my kids, playing with my kids, 

doing everything... I miss them very very very much.” Victor also express how his sense of 

longing affected him: “Yeah you see if you miss something… that day don’t sleep… You 
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feel something. Like the other time in 20, 2004, ahm… I was even get sick because I was 

thinking too much of my family.”  

The participants further expressed how they value the emotional support they receive 

from their families, and that this is a factor that they long for. Emma noted how she longs for 

the support she can only receive from her mother back home: “You know, even to comfort, I 

never been comforted with someone as my mom do. That comfort of a mother, you know 

*laughs* so I will never… I will think of her every day…” Aneni shared that she can only 

receive the emotional support she needs from her family in Zimbabwe:  

When I am in Zimbabwe I am with my family and I am fine with them. If I have a 

problem this one can give me a hand, this one can give me a hand, but right now I am 

here. I am in a foreign country. No one can help me, no one can help me.  

Pamela also shared these views:  

I feel at home while I’m in Zimbabwe because I don’t have to stress myself. I [don’t] 

have to call my mom, I am with her. I [don’t] have to call my kids, I am with them. 

Whatever the challenge I have, if I am with my mom or my kids I can pass that 

challenge.  

4.3) Intending to Return to Country of Origin 

As many other participants, Lina expressed her intent to return home permanently: “I 

know I will go there one day and stay forever.” This intent is often on the condition that they 

will either have the finances or employment in their country of origin. This is evident in 

Ronald’s comment: “That’s why I’m always thinking no, if our home is good I want to back. 

Because to be good at home is to see the job. If there is no job that also fine.” Pamela shared 

similar sentiments:  
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Like now I don’t have money, there at home we don’t have money for us to take care 

of our family. Otherwise if it’s not like that I will tell you like now today I am going 

home to stay with my family. It’s hard for me to stay here without my family. You 

see. Without my kids.  

Most participants seem to express a desire for the circumstances to be different in 

their country of origin, as evident in George’s comment: “But if our situation there [in 

Zimbabwe] was OK I don’t think I would be here in SA, I don’t think so. It’s just simply 

because of the situation…”  

In many instances participants’ families were also encouraging them to return. Often 

this was associated with their families’ back home being concerned for their wellbeing whilst 

in South Africa. To Stanley, his parents are encouraging him to return as he has not 

succeeded in South Africa: “And also my father is talking about I have to go back because I 

am not getting something that can help me in South Africa.” Lina explained how her 

mother’s concern involves both her safety and financial position:  

Sometime I call, my mom say ‘Ah, if you get money just come back home, do 

something better’, because there now are thinking they can see not doing well, OK, 

the beating people, that thing is not good. Even he- even here she is worried. She is 

too worried about that.  

4.4) Sense of Feeling Trapped in South Africa 

Despite the sense of longing and intention to return, three participants expressed a sense 

of feeling trapped in South Africa whilst two of these participants also noted a sense of 

hopelessness about their situation. This is seen in Pamela’s desire to return home, yet she is 

stuck here because of challenges with funding these hopes: “Like now I am planning to go 

this month end. If I win a lotto *laughs* yeah I will go this month end if I get money I will 
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go.” Aneni noted how the economic situation in her country of origin is preventing her from 

returning home: “It’s difficult there [in Zimbabwe] I can’t say I belong to Zimbabwe because 

I just wish, it’s just a wish. It’s just a wish, but I can’t afford to move.” Yet, at the same time 

she expressed her hopelessness with improving her circumstances in Olievenhoutbosch: 

“Yeah if it is in Olieven, if it comes to poverty its poverty. There is no other way out.” 

George noted how his feeling trapped in this country impacts his response to violent or 

xenophobic acts: “We have got nowhere to run so we just keep on. If they destroy, we build 

over we start again.” Yet again, similarly to Aneni, George noted how the economic situation 

in his country of origin contributes to this sense of feeling trapped: “because of the situation 

back home there I’ve got no other option. That’s why I am here in South Africa. I have got no 

other option.”  

5) Need to Maintain National or Cultural Identity 

This theme encompasses the pride participants expressed in their national identity, as 

opposed to a sense of loss or limitation of certain aspects of their identity in South Africa. 

The theme further shows the attempts participants make at forming or maintaining 

attachments to groups with whom they share some similarities in their identity. The 

challenges with language barriers as an identity marker are also reflected under this theme.  

5.1) Pride in Their National Identity 

Participants expressed the national pride they had for their country of origin. For 

example, Emma expressed her sense of pride through a desire to rather reveal her identity: “I 

am proud of being a Shona and I am not going to hide it… I want the crowd to know that ah, 

this one she is a Shona.” This sense of pride is also evident in George’s comment: “regardless 

of the economic situation… I belong to Zimbabwe, I am a Zimbabwean and I am proud to be 
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a Zimbabwean… that will never change.” Pamela shared similar views: “Yeah, so you see I 

don’t belong here. Nuh uh, I belong in Zimbabwe. I am 100% Zimbabwean.”  

Because of the strong sense of pride linked to their national identity a number of 

participants reported experiencing a loss of being able to express thier identity in South 

Africa. Stanley revealed that being an undocumented foreign national limited the expression 

of his identity: “I can’t express my identity there because I don’t have rights to do like that.” 

Aneni shared similar experiences, revealing that, although she is free to express her identity 

at her church, she is unable to do so in Olievenhoutbosch: “I am very free [at church], but in 

the location I can’t. I can’t.” To Victor, the loss of identity with him and a family member in 

South Africa is associated with gaining citizenship or employment in South Africa and living 

here for a long period of time: “He got citizenship because he came here before independence 

of South Africa. So, they had those people, they had IDs. And he is working in the 

government, you see. So, we even forget that we are Malawian.” It seemed that foreign 

nationals often felt the need to change their identities in South Africa, whilst Pamela 

expressed her aversion to doing so herself, specifically connecting this to her name:  

And too much guys here are not using their names, they are using the fake names. The 

foreigners, fake names. I can tell, my name won’t change. Home, here, here, my name 

won’t change. Yeah, my name won’t change, I don’t want, I don’t change my name. 

It’s Pamela, it’s Pamela, yeah.  

5.2) Need to Connect with Others who Share their Cultural Identity  

Following their experienced restrictions in being able to express their identities, some 

participants found it useful and comforting to attach themselves to groups or communities in 

South Africa in which they had shared identities. Emma expressed how the similarities 
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between the culture and practices in some communities in Limpopo are similar to hers, and 

how this is associated with her sense of belonging:  

In Limpopo I feel like home mostly cause their culture is like our culture so is where 

mostly like… even their cooking is like mostly like back home you see they put 

peanut butter in vegetables you see so here in Gauteng you can’t find it so mostly in 

Limpopo Venda I find that its home. We will travel a lot go and fetch water so it 

reminds me back home.  

Lina expressed that she finds comfort in the similarities between her culture and that 

of people from Malawi, and often finds more comfort in seeking support through advice from 

them:  

the one I am staying with I can say they are good because we sharing many things… 

We can share [advice] about this, this, do this, maybe try this, try this. Yeah, I can say 

maybe more Malawi than Tanzania, most of them the culture the same because we are 

near. It’s like South Africa and Zimbabwe, so Tanzania and Malawi are the same.  

Ronald noted that his friendships in South Africa are often associated with shared 

nationality: “And what we are making friends is because others because we are coming of the 

same area.” Stanley expressed similar sentiments, noting how he maintains emotional 

attachments with fellow citizens of Malawi: “Yes of course the main reason why I am friend 

of these people, these people is my friends from Malawi… so here in South Africa we are just 

continuing our relationship from the place where we are coming from.” 

In addition to finding communities to become involved in in South Africa, three 

participants reflected on their participation in their communities in their countries of origin. 

Although Pamela avoids participation in South Africa, she actively participates in various 

spaces in her country of origin: “Political parties, yeah. I attend them. Then the home groups, 
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I attend them… Ai, at home we are even at the netball, there I can do it. **laughs** you see, 

so yeah. The community meetings I attend.” George reflected on the challenges between 

these obligations to participate and its conflict with his religion, stating that his participation 

involves financial contributions: 

There are a lot of some of rituals everything, I always participate in those things when 

I am back at home, that’s how I maintain everything, yeah… but the way we 

participate we just contribute the money, but we don’t participate as human being. We 

just provide maybe if they say they want money or maybe they want a goat or so, I 

give them… cause in our family we are Christians we go to church. Like myself, I 

don’t believe in rituals, but if they say they need something I just provide. But I don’t 

participate to be honest.  

Conclusion  

This section highlighted the main themes that emerged from the interviews with the 

participants. Broadly, these themes revealed their obligations to their families in their country 

of origin, its influence on their decision to migrate and their migratory experiences. The 

themes also encompass the experiences participants face in South Africa and how this relates, 

according to their accounts, to their sense of belonging. Furthermore, the findings showed 

how these experiences and obligations impacted their desire to return to their country of 

origin as well as the attempts made at maintaining their national identities. The following 

chapter will position these findings in the broader body of literature surrounding the research 

topic and relate it to the theoretical framework.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

 

The findings of this study yielded important information in relation to the research 

questions posed at the beginning of this project. While there are some, albeit limited, studies 

on the experiences of belonging among working class African people who have migrated to 

South Africa, very few studies explore this in light of family relationships (Landau & 

Freemantle, 2010; Rutherford, 2008). It has further been argued that psychological research 

on transnational migration is limited, and greatly needed to contribute to the understanding of 

transnational family relationships and belonging (Palmary, 2018). This research study 

endeavored to contribute to this field by aiming to explore the experiences of belonging 

among African immigrants residing in the Olievenhoutbosch community, and the role that 

their families in their country of origin play therein.  

The following questions were asked at the beginning of the project  

1. How do immigrants experience a sense of belonging in Olievenhoutbosch? 

2. How do immigrants in Olievenhoutbosch maintain family relationships?  

3. What role, if any, do family relationships play in a sense of belonging among 

immigrants in Olievenhoutbosch? 

Generally, the analysis of the data reveals that the participants’ reason for migrating 

involved economic challenges in their countries of origin, and the associated financial 

obligations to their families who still reside there. Although migration may bring benefits and 

challenges, the participants’ most significant challenges were associated with their negative 

experiences in their host community, Olievenhoutbosch. These negative experiences seem to 

create a general sense of non-belonging to this community as they appear to experience a 

sense of exclusion from the community. Due to this, they seem to maintain or form relational 

ties with the only spaces that welcomes them, which involves people with similar cultural or 
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national identities, religious spaces, or with their families in their country of origin. As such, 

the results do point to some spaces of belonging within the Olievenhoutbosch community. 

However, considering the excessive general sense of feeling excluded, the results strongly 

highlight a deep-rooted sense of longing for their families and their countries of origin, as 

these are the spaces where they do feel a sense of ontological security and belonging. This 

sense of longing seems to play a role in the motivation to maintain contact with them through 

Information Communication Technologies (ICTs). The findings reveal that by maintaining 

contact and sending remittances, their sense of belonging to their families is maintained. 

However, these obligations do not come without significant emotional challenges for the 

migrants, including a sense of pressure from their families who are often unaware of the 

financial difficulties the migrants experience in South Africa.  

Furthermore, the results reveal that, although their families may not have played a direct 

role in their sense of belonging in Olievenhoutbosch, there were factors that influenced their 

sense of not belonging. More specifically, the results show that, firstly, their motivation to 

migrate is not to build a community or home in South Africa, but rather to support the homes 

they already have. Secondly, their challenging experiences along with their desire to maintain 

their cultural and national identities seem to be factors negatively influencing their sense of 

belonging in Olievenhoutbosch. And lastly, their sense of longing for their familial spaces of 

ontological security in the midst of these challenging migratory experiences, along with their 

families’ encouragements for them to return, seem to be factors further impacting upon their 

sense of belonging. Yet despite this sense of non-belonging and their desires to return to what 

they still consider their home countries, migrants seem stuck in South Africa either due to an 

inability to afford the costs of returning, or because of the very reasons they came - their 

families’ financial survival.  
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The next part of this  discussion will use the literature surrounding migration and 

belonging discussed earlier and Falicov's (1995) Multidimensional Ecosystemic Comparative 

Approach (MECA) to highlight the relational, community and socio-cultural spheres in the 

data analysed. In this process, the role that family relationships play in migrants’ sense of 

belonging will be highlighted.  

The Cultural-Sociopolitical Context   

The literature on migration has highlighted that the large influx of migrants to South 

Africa is mostly associated with economic pursuits and political refuge (Gordon, 2015; 

Landau, 2005b; Mosselson, 2010). The results of this study strongly point to economic 

motivations for migrating. The participants’ experiences reflect the literature, particularly 

that of Landau (2005b), which attributes the economic instability in South Africa’s 

neighboring countries to be the main reason behind non-nationals’ motivations to move to the 

inner cities of South Africa: “It’s because of the economic situation in Zimbabwe. Things are 

not good.” (George). In agreement to writers such as Mosselson (2010), the adverse 

economic circumstances in their countries of origin are the most prominent push factors for 

these participants, while the hopes to have their financial means met in South Africa appears 

to be the most dominant pull factor: “The Malawian economy is different to South Africa…. 

That’s why I came to South Africa. To fetch for a better living” (Stanley). As such, 

participants sought opportunities to provide for their families who remained in their countries 

of origin: “That’s why I have decided to move to South Africa so that maybe I can earn a 

better living for my kids” (George). These findings seems to resonate with Falicov (2005) 

who notes that “poor immigrants separate from their families, lured by the promise of an 

eventual better economic future for all” (p. 401).  

However, the increased competition for limited resources, along with the large 

number of migrants who continually move to the urban cities of South Africa, is said to 
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create conflict between black South Africans who are trying to claim their space in post-

apartheid South Africa, and migrants entering these spaces hoping for safety and better 

livelihoods (Landau, 2005b). This conflict is evident in this study and greatly contributes to 

the negative experiences reported. Bringing the perspectives of migrants into account, the 

results significantly point to negative experiences in South Africa with a disproportionately 

low number of positive experiences. Despite having migrated with hopes for a better life for 

themselves or their families, the results show that this did not come into fruition. Falicov 

(2016) describe migration as often incorporating a lifelong sense of ambiguous loss, as there 

may be an imbalance of the gains and losses associated with their experiences. These results 

highlight Falicov's (2016) belief that migration and its associated transitions can be “replete 

with loss and disarray”, as these migrants experienced the reality of isolation, vulnerability 

and distress on the socio-political, community and relational levels as described in the first 

two parameters of her MECA framework (p. 223). The results reveal that the participants are 

exposed to vulnerabilities in terms of their safety, financial constraints and documentation 

whilst also reporting a sense of isolation from the host community. As such, despite believing 

that South Africa is a space where safety and economic opportunities could be attained, 

migrants are met with the reality of a country filled with homelessness, crime, 

unemployment, conflict and exclusions (Landau, 2006; Mosselson, 2010). 

In fact, whilst taking the ecological context into consideration, the most predominant 

experience reported in this study was the significant lack of a sense of safety in South Africa, 

and more specifically the Olievenhoutbosch community. The findings point to a lifestyle 

associated with a constant sense of fear: “So I can’t say I am feeling at home in Olieven. You 

can’t because you are always scared...” (Pamela). This was often related to the crime and 

riots in the Olievenhoutbosch community of which many incorporated xenophobic violence 

(Brkic, 2010; du Plooy et al., 2006; Hiropoulos, 2017; IOM, 2009; Moatshe, 2018; Tlhabye, 
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2017). This lack of a sense of safety seems to have a considerable influence on the lack of a 

sense of belonging to South Africa. In fact, the results indicate that participants associated a 

sense of not belonging to feeling unsafe: “I don’t feel safe I don’t even belong there. I don’t 

feel that to be honest” (George). In agreement with these findings, the importance of a sense 

of safety in developing a sense of belonging, whether physically or emotionally, is 

highlighted on numerous occasions in the literature (Antonsich, 2010; Boccagni, 2020; 

Kinnvall, 2004; McMillan, 1996; Ndlovu, 2010). McMillan’s (1996) theory on a sense of 

community further stipulates that persons’ attraction to a community is dependent on whether 

they experience a sense of safety and emotional relation to it.   

This lack of a sense of safety includes witnessing or experiencing xenophobic acts: 

“[In] Olieven, when it comes to xenophobia, you don’t even feel free... And they will be 

threatening you” (Aneni). The vast amount of literature and news reports clearly highlights 

the xenophobic realities of  South Africa (Crush, 2001; Gordon, 2015; Hiropoulos, 2017; 

Klotz, 2016; Mosselson, 2010; Palmary, 2002; Singh, 2019). The findings of this study 

further reveal the exclusionary practices and lack of freedom that migrants in 

Olievenhoutbosch are exposed to due to these xenophobic sentiments “they are calling us the 

‘foreigners’. Yeah its really true we are foreigners, but it’s not our name… ‘You are 

foreigner’, there is another word ‘makwerekwere’, something like that makes me not to feel 

free” (Stanley). Evidently, these results concur with Landau (2006) who acknowledge that 

nationality has become the focal point in conflict and exclusions.  

More specifically, the findings indicate that migrants are excluded from the 

Olievenhoutbosch community by virtue of their nationality and the attached stereotypes. 

Drawing on Yuval-Davis’s (2006) ethical and political values, these findings highlight how a 

foreign nationality in South Africa is associated with certain attitudes and beliefs towards 

migrants, which determines whether they are allowed to belong or not. These ascribed 
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stereotypes are, however, not in alignment with their own values and moral codes: “They’ve 

got the belief that only foreigners are dirty… They’ve got the belief that only foreigners are 

doing these crimes and whatsoever and so forth… I believe in working for myself, not 

stealing” (George). In line with Yuval-Davis's (2006) conceptualisation on belonging, this 

demonstrates how these exclusionary patterns are foregrounded by the sociohistorical context 

of South Africa, as these attachments of ‘otherness’ directed to African migrants have been 

influenced by colonialism and those in power (Gordon, 2015; Landau, 2010). Furthermore, 

Mosselson (2010) asserts that migrants, whether documented or not, are vulnerable to being 

exploited and abused by the general population, which is also a dominant theme in the 

findings of this study. The results indicate that migrants’ status as ‘foreigner’ rendered them 

vulnerable to exploitative practices by landlords and employers. An example is seen in the 

following extract, which shows how an indication of material goods or perceived wealth 

leads to exploitative practices by landlords: “So you don’t feel at home. Because if you don’t 

hide [your groceries] they will think you have money and every month the rent will go up” 

(Aneni). Experiencing a sense of ‘home’ involves finding and creating a space in which 

social or material security and a sense of control is fostered (Boccagni, 2017). Yet, the 

inability to create such spaces due to these exploitative practices may, in part, be associated 

with a lack of a sense of belonging.  

It transpired that most of the participants were undocumented migrants, further 

impacting their sense of security and increasing their vulnerability to being exploited or not 

having their basic rights met. Mosselson (2010) elucidates this as a factor that leaves 

migrants especially vulnerable to the exploitation of others, as seen in the excerpt above, and 

the inability to challenge these acts legally: “It doesn’t matter you can have some complaints 

but there is no place where you can express your complaints, just because of you are in the 

country illegally” (Stanley). In fact, connected to the findings, Mosselson (2010) asserts that 
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illegal immigrants are excluded from practically every right, including access to medical care 

and protection by the police (Alfaro-Velcamp, 2017; Gordon, 2016; Landau & Freemantle, 

2010; Mathope, 2017). The literature additionally highlights the exploitation and extortion of 

migrants from the Department of Home Affairs when applying for documentation, and the 

fear of police harassment (Gordon, 2015; Landau, 2005a; Mosselson, 2010). This was found 

to be a reality in this study: “We have that people who come for renewal, take you arrest you 

at home affair. Deporting to your country, spending one month in Lindela” (Ronald).  

The exclusionary and exploitative patterns based on nationality highlighted in these 

findings extend from the social to the political, connecting to Yuval-Davis's (2006) notion on 

the politics of belonging. By virtue of their nationality and documentation, migrants are 

excluded from belonging in the economic, social and universal spaces that the ‘in’ group can 

enjoy (Antonsich, 2010). Since documentation acts as a symbol of being included in the 

national identity, those who do not carry it are excluded (Gilmartin, 2008). The 

abovementioned results show this to be the case despite South Africa’s liberal constitution 

that is meant to protect the rights and freedoms of “everyone” and other efforts to rid the 

country of xenophobia (Gordon, 2015; South African Constitution, 2021, p. 7). The literature 

is not ignorant to this, as scholars have highlighted the exclusionary patterns that these 

migrants are subject to (Gordon, 2015, 2016, 2017a; Landau, 2010; Landau & Freemantle, 

2010; Mosselson, 2010). Literature on belonging outlines that the intersection of people’s 

social positionalities in a sociohistorical context has implications in terms of who is  included 

or excluded (Yuval-Davis, 2006). In this case, black working-class African migrants in post-

apartheid South Africa appear to be excluded from belonging as it is believed that they place 

additional strain on the already limited resources needed by previously excluded black 

working-class South Africans (Landau, 2005b, 2006; Mosselson, 2010). This study therefore 

corroborates with the literature which describes that the South African state has deviated 
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from its legislation by disregarding the rights of foreign nationals whilst it struggles to ensure 

the rights of its citizens (Landau, 2005b).  

With virtually no means to become documented, legally employed, seek justice and 

gain adequate medical assistance, a strong sense of feeling exploited leading to a sense 

disempowerment and dehumanisation is experienced: “the problem is you can’t do something 

with your power. Our own power, you can’t do it” (Stanley). Kinnvall (2004)  underlines the 

sense of powerlessness associated with migration, and further highlight the feelings of 

homelessness and acute anxiety that migrants experience related to their new circumstances. 

The results indicate a constant sense of fear, lack of freedom, and other psychological 

challenges related to inadequate documentation and the prospect of being deported: “They 

will arrest me, and they will take me to Lindela” (Aneni). These migrants seem to be faced 

with what Falicov (2016) calls a ‘painful ambiguity’ as they have escaped adverse 

circumstances only to be faced with an uncertain fate in their country of origin. They are left 

with feelings of vulnerability and no prospects of alleviating or finding relief from this 

anxiety: “That’s why I say I will always, always on your marks *laughs* at any time, hey, 

supposed to be alert” (Ronald). It is thus evident that through these experiences, migrants are 

without the sense of security, dependability, and control in the social and physical spheres of 

Olievenhoutbosch and South Africa in general, thus rendering them without what Giddens 

(1984) termed ‘ontological security’.   

In contrast to these exclusions in South Africa based on their documentation, the 

results showcased the sense of security that their citizenship to their home countries 

provided, speaking further to the politics of belonging (Yuval-Davis, 2006). These findings 

indicated that documentation brought with it an element of unquestioned inclusion and sense 

of freedom: “Home you enjoy it because you are home you can go wherever and no one is 

gonna act something… like here ‘where is your paper? Where is your passport?’ It’s 
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different” (Lina). Compared to the discussion above, these results indicate the opposite when 

in their countries of origin. It thus substantiates the literature that outlined the symbolic 

inclusion that citizenship provides into a national identity (Gilmartin, 2008). The findings 

thus confirm the literature which stipulates that having citizenship acts as a public, formal 

and imagined symbol that they belong to their nation (Antonsich, 2010; Yuval-Davis, 2006).  

Language is also shown to be an important component in migrants’ identity and sense 

of belonging. Not being able to speak South African languages acts as a means to identify 

their status as ‘foreign’, as descried by George:  

I cannot tell people I am a South African because I don’t know the language of this 

country. I just maybe one or two words, so one way or the other they will realise that 

no this one is not a South African because of my language.  

The literature also highlights the importance of speaking the language of the host 

society in developing a sense of belonging (Antonsich, 2010; Hernandez, 2009). However, 

the results of this study suggest that speaking the language of the host society was employed 

as a means to survive rather than to foster belonging. Speaking a South African language is 

deemed important by some, such as Pamela, as it brings with it an element of security:  

Sometimes you are going to find police they are going to say ‘Dumelang’, wena you 

don’t know anything. Like now I don’t have any papers I’m just ‘no God help me’… 

Maybe they can find me talking language of here in South Africa they won’t catch 

me. 

 Being able to speak a local language further seems to be an important factor in 

creating a sense of ease with the adjustment process: “because I was new… I was looking 

each and every face was dangerous to me, you see… At first, uh, my experience was… how 

can I learn the languages” (Victor). These experiences highlight how speaking the language 
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of the host society can not only reduce their challenges, but also bring with it an element of 

emotional security (Antonsich, 2010; Hernandez, 2009). However, the minority of 

participants can speak languages that are acceptable to the South African community.  

In addition to these experiences of exclusions, participants are also met with the 

additional challenges with financial constraints in South Africa, despite the hopes of 

financial gain being a reason for migration. Stanley highlighted how this seems to increase 

the sense of loss in light of the abovementioned constraints as he is unable to create spaces of 

belonging: “Most of the times I am struggling. After something like a month-end you have to 

think about rentals worry about this and that… ah I’m not belonging to this side because the 

way it is like this.” Although the findings of this study did not indicate attempts at recreating 

their homes in their host countries, as Boccagni's (2014) study suggests, the above quote does 

allude to a desire to create a home in the host society. The findings suggest that possible 

reasons for this may be associated with the financial difficulties that were highlighted earlier. 

Njwambe et al. (2019) acknowledges the importance of financial resources in creating a 

stable and safe physical space and expresses that this involves a desire to invest in the future 

of the place. The findings corroborate this: “the very important things that can make someone 

to belong that side, if you find something to help yourself. Like money, like the business you 

are doing if it moves smoothly” (Victor). However, the findings of this study indicate that the 

desire to invest in the future of a place is prioritised and directed towards their families and 

communities in their countries of origin, as the reason for migration suggested. Connecting 

this to literature on ontological security and literature on belonging, it is possible to deduce 

that the lack of financial security also negatively impacts these migrants’ sense of belonging 

(Antonsich, 2010; Kinnvall, 2004). Given the limited opportunities to gain adequate finances, 

and the cost of living in South Africa, migrants’ ability to create a sense of belonging in their 

host society is further negatively affected. 
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The Community Context  

In alignment with Falicov’s (2007) ecosystemic model, these adverse realities 

extended from the sociopolitical context and interacted with the community context. The 

inevitable decrease in ontological security imposed by migration, suggested by the literature, 

is exacerbated by the participants’ overwhelmingly negative experiences in South Africa and 

their difficulties  to find or create physical or social spaces that would enable them to regain 

some sense of security (Boccagni, 2014; Kinnvall, 2004; Mallett, 2004). The findings 

indicate that these migrants were excluded from participating in social and community 

settings: “sometimes they don’t involve us, you understand. When they are doing their thing 

they don’t involve us so it’s very difficult to us to force ourselves into them” (George). This 

lack of inclusion in their host communities leaves them with a lack of social and emotional 

support from others in South Africa, rendering them alone and isolated in a country where 

they are not allowed to belong: “Because they are going to say: ‘no we don’t know you…’ 

You come here alone you go back alone” (Pamela). With no spaces to gain social support in 

their host society, and being physically uprooted from their families in their countries of 

origin, this isolation leaves them vulnerable to psychological consequences (Falicov, 2013, 

2016a). The findings reflect this, as some participants indicated adverse emotions associated 

with the violence they feel surrounded by and the exclusions they experience: ‘Myself 

especially when it about to go to sunset and I am thinking of crying. ‘Eish, am I going to 

make my mom alive, when I am still alive? Eish, these gunshots” (Emma).  

In addition to the results discussed thus far, it is important to recall the bidirectional 

nature of belonging highlighted in the literature review. The literature stipulates that 

belonging is not only subject to the host society’s inclusion of the persons, but also involves 

their own desire to belong in the host society (Antonsich, 2010; Christiansen & Hedetoft, 

2004; Madsen & van Naerssen, 2003; Njwambe et al., 2019; Yuval-Davis, 2016). This also 
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aligns with a systemic perspective, and the MECA framework, which emphasises the 

contextual analysis of individual factors (Falicov, 2007; Marchetti-Mercer, 2006). It is not the 

host community in isolation that influences migrants’ experiences, but also how migrants 

respond to these experiences, creating a reciprocal interaction (Falicov, 2007). Where 

McMillan (1996) noted that a sense of community is experienced when members mutually 

benefit by being together, the results rather suggest that both the host community and the 

migrants perceived that they are disadvantaged by each other’s presence. There thus seems to 

be a general perception of incompatibility between migrants and the Olievenhoutbosch 

community which has adverse consequences on their sense of belonging. For instance, where 

on the one hand the findings have shown that their financial and emotional needs are not 

being met by South Africa, the literature has shown on the other hand that the general South 

African community sees them as a threat to their own needs being met (Gordon, 2017a; 

Landau, 2005b).  

This was evident in the perceptions that migrants and South Africans have towards 

one another. Where participants experience exclusions based on negative perceptions placed 

on them, their negative perceptions towards South Africans also lead them to exclude 

themselves. The literature on belonging stipulates that having a sense of psychological 

belonging involves a person’s self-identification as well as the identifications placed on them 

by others (Falicov, 2017; George & Selimos, 2019; Yuval-Davis, 2006). The results point to 

the fact that stereotypes placed on participants by the local residents leaves them to feel 

excluded as these stereotypes do not align with their own self-identities. The opposite was 

also found to be true in this study as migrants also seem to place certain stereotypes on South 

African nationals: “What I’ve realised, if you check most of the South Africans they don’t 

want to work... so if they see people who are hardworking most of them they are very jealous 

of that” (George).  
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The present study additionally reveals that these perceptions are sometimes further 

influenced by an incongruence in migrants’ values and the values they perceive the host 

society to have. On numerous occasions the results suggest a sense of alarm towards the 

value placed on human life in South Africa: “sometimes I feel very bad about it because a 

human being doesn’t slaughter like a chicken… Because those people will make orphans. 

They are bad…” (Victor). Applying the literature on belonging as outlined by Hagerty et al. 

(1996), these experiences suggest that their belonging is negatively impacted by firstly not 

feeling valued by the community, and secondly, not  feeling a sense of compatibility with the 

values of the host society: “we are not useful to the people around the place where we are 

staying… so we don’t have any value…” (Stanley).   

These perceptions may connect with the results indicating that some, albeit few, 

participants actively exclude themselves from participating in spaces in Olievenhoutbosch: “I 

don’t attend their meetings, I don’t attend their anything. Anything, I don’t. So, they won’t 

even recognise me… The point they don’t know me” (Pamela). The findings additionally 

reveal that this self-exclusion may also be due to a sense of distrust towards South Africans: 

“at any time the one who is next to you is the one who is going to kill you… So I’m not 

feeling welcome” (Ronald). The results thus align with the numerous scholars who have 

shown that immigrants in South Africa intentionally avoid developing close relationships 

with South Africans as a result of the adverse experiences and negative attitudes they receive 

(Adepoju, 2003; Amisi & Ballard, 2005; Araia, 2005; Crush, 2001; Landau, 2005a; Landau 

& Freemantle, 2010). Additionally, Yuval-Davis (2006) acknowledges the importance of 

narratives and the attitudes held in a desire to create attachments with a community or person. 

As such, the results suggest that these negative perceptions created an aversion for wanting to 

attach or identify with, and therefore belong to, South Africans in the Olievenhoutbosch 

community.  
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There were only a very few positive experiences reported, reflecting some sense of 

ambivalence in participants’ attitudes towards South Africans. However, these few 

exceptions seemed to be overshadowed by the numerous negative experiences: “Some, they 

are welcoming, but some they are hard. They are hard-hearted” (Aneni). Ultimately, 

however, negative perceptions towards South Africans seemed to prevail in the participants’ 

experiences and fostered the sense of general distrust towards South Africans. With no means 

of building trusting relationships with others, the literature suggests that it is barely possible 

for participants to regain a sense of ontological security in this country (Dupuis & Thorns, 

1998; Giddens, 1989). 

Yet, the literature has also outlined that identity is not constant, but rather continually 

in a process of transition, construction or being reproduced (Fortier, 2000; Yuval-Davis, 

2006). The literature further emphasises the importance of identity in the maintenance or 

development of a sense of belonging (Yuval-Davis, 2006). Falicov (2007) noted that migrants 

can maintain their identities through the maintenance of their relationships with those in their 

country of origin, whilst also constructing new identities through the forming of new 

relationships in the host country. Through the combination of these transnational and 

assimilative practices, Falicov (2005) believes that migrants can construct “hyphenated 

identities” (p. 400). The present study shows contrasting results with respect to this, as the 

results rather highlight increased attempts to maintain their national and cultural identities 

and no possibilities nor desire to assimilate: “If you are not belonging to, to that community 

there is a separation. We don’t have their own identity, that’s why if we are doing things they 

have to separate us” (Stanley). As such, the negative experiences and exclusions faced by 

migrants seems to have predominantly preceded this ‘self-exclusion’, shown in the literature 

and in this study (Crush, 2001; Landau, 2005b; Landau & Freemantle, 2010). These migrants 

were already displaced before they had an option in the matter, therefore eliminating the 
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possibility to make an independent decision regarding their assimilation: “When they are 

doing their thing they don’t involve us so it’s very difficult to us to force ourselves into them” 

(George). This highlights the importance of viewing belonging from a systemic/interactional 

perspective, and not as an individual factor, and of  acknowledging the role of other 

contextual and social factors that play a role (Erdem & Safi, 2018; Falicov, 2005; Marchetti-

Mercer, 2006; Njwambe et al., 2019). 

The migrants’ specific cultural identity seemed to be an important factor in their 

sense of belonging (Phinney et al., 2001). Here, the pride associated with culture and 

language indicated the emotional attachment associated with the cultural spaces of their 

country of origin and provided an indication for a sense of belonging therein: “I am proud of 

being a Shona and I am not going to hide it… I want the crowd to know that ah, this one she 

is a Shona…” (Emma). On the other hand, the inability to express their cultural or national 

identities in Olievenhoutbosch seemed to add to their negative experiences and a sense of 

being excluded: “I can’t express my identity there because I don’t have rights to do like that” 

(Stanley). This concurs with Phinney et al. (2001) and Huizinga and van Hoven (2018) who 

acknowledges that cultural identity helps facilitate boundaries and emotional attachment, 

therefore shaping a sense of belonging. Furthermore, where participants do or do not 

experience a sense of belonging is also evident in the findings related to national identity, as 

participants would associate their sense of belonging with their national identity: “Yeah, so 

you see I don’t belong here. Nuh uh, I belong in Zimbabwe. I am 100% Zimbabwean” 

(Pamela). In fact, just as literature often equates identity and citizenship to a sense of 

belonging, as Antonsich (2010) criticised, so did the participants: “I belong to Zimbabwe, I 

am a Zimbabwean and I am proud to be a Zimbabwean… that will never change” (George). 

This may reflect the deep emotional desire these migrants may have to maintain a sense of 
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attachment to a community where they actually feel accepted (Antonsich, 2010; Huizinga & 

van Hoven, 2018; Nordberg, 2006). 

Overall, despite associating migration with hopes to gain a better standard of living 

for their families, the findings rather reveal an overwhelming sense of loss. Participants seem 

to be  faced with a sense of ‘ambiguous loss’ as they are not only physically separated from 

their loved ones and the comforts associated therewith, but also faced with a constant sense of 

uncertainty regarding their security in the host country and ability to provide for their families 

(Falicov, 2016a). It is thus no surprise the findings reveal that participants experience living 

in South Africa as emotionally challenging: “Eish, it’s very difficult, but no choice. It’s very 

difficult, to be honest it is very difficult” (George). The abovementioned negative perceptions 

of South Africans towards foreign nationals, along with experiences of discrimination and 

inadequate social or economic prospects are said to have significantly adverse consequences 

on migrants’ ability to “absorb the losses of migration” and adapt to optimise success 

(Falicov, 2016a, p. 226). Instead, these migrants’ experiences seem to leave them to struggle 

in a constant state of discomfort and unrest: “the way we are staying is something like 

struggling, struggling, fighting, fighting” (Stanley). Although Falicov (2016) also mentions 

the possibilities of having positive experiences due to migration, the results in this study 

shows that this did not materialise for most of these participants.  

Therefore, the findings suggest that these migrants made the only choice they had, 

which was to remain attached to the few spaces that accepted them, and shared similar 

cultural or national identities. The literature further suggests that when migrants are uprooted 

from those familiar to them and their culture, as well as having a decreased sense of 

ontological security, they may re-create social networks or ethnic communities to manage 

their cultural and social losses and regain a sense of ontological security (Falicov, 2007, 

2013; Kinnvall, 2004; Vaquera et al., 2017). The literature asserts that these attachments and 
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spaces provide a sense of familiarity and a means to “remain connected to their country of 

origin by sharing memories and stories” (Huizinga & van Hoven, 2018, p. 311). In fact, the 

results of the present study showed the development or maintenance of such relationships in 

South Africa almost exclusively to those who had similar cultural or national identities: 

“And what we are making friends is because… we are coming of the same area” (Ronald). 

This included maintaining friendships with those who also migrated to South Africa: “Yes of 

course the main reason why I am friend of these people, these people is my friends from 

Malawi… so here in South Africa we are just continuing our relationship from the place 

where we are coming from” (Stanley). This additionally includes regular participation in 

social or religious spaces that has some form of a connection or association with home: “The 

church I’m attending is from home. It’s from home, so we can meet there, we talk same 

language, you feel like you are home you are not even in South Africa” (Lina).  

It has further been suggested that migrants may create ‘new places’ in the host society 

to facilitate a sense of transnational belonging (Falicov, 2007; Vaquera et al., 2017). In this 

study, participation in what they called burial ‘societies’ acted as a means through which 

migrants from the same nationalities would meet and monetarily support those families in 

their origin countries who had lost someone in Olievenhoutbosch. It is described by Victor as 

follows:  

They all, the people from Olieven, we came together and make a society… And uhm, 

on top of that, we don’t allow one of us to be buried here when he has died. We are 

always doing the contributions and then we find a transport to take that person to 

home. To be, get rest at home. 

These behaviours and activities act seem to reflect means through which a person’s 

sense of belonging is facilitated in both countries, and acts as a means through which the two 
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countries are joined together, thereby involving some form of transnationalism (Madsen & 

van Naerssen, 2003).  

The significance of religious spaces in a sense of belonging emerged as a dominant 

theme in this study as, to some participants, these were the only spaces in South Africa where 

a sense of belonging was experienced. Falicov (2013) acknowledges the importance of 

religious spaces in providing a sense of support and community involvement, thereby 

assisting them to adapt to or manage their host society. To the participants, their respective 

religious spaces seem to be one of the few, if not only, spaces where they experience a sense 

of comfort: “Saturday when I am going to church it’s one of my big day. When it’s Saturday 

I know I am talking to my God, my problems, eish… Yeah, that’s one of the few places I feel 

comfortable” (George). It further seems to be the one space where their nationality is not a 

criterion for exclusion as they share similar beliefs with other members: “when I am at 

church whether is South Africans, Malawians, Zimbabweans, we are one. We talk of one 

group” (Aneni). As Levitt and Jaworsky (2007) note, these spaces connect fellow believers to 

one another irrespective of their nationality or location of residence. The church is also 

experienced as a family, indicating the strong emotional attachments they associate with this 

space: “in church there is not any difference. You come together, you play together, love each 

other. Yeah, as one family” (Victor). Landau (2009) discusses similar processes and states 

that these religious institutions and the ideals associated therewith enables migrants to 

position themselves relative to South Africa and its members.  

It is worth acknowledging that there were exceptions, albeit very limited, as illustrated 

in the case of two participants who recognised the role of social participation and 

connectedness to South Africans in their sense of belonging. This involved instances of 

inclusion in social events: “I can say… we don’t fight, we talk nice, you can eat together if 

there is a party, ‘today there is a party here so you are welcome’” (Lina). This concurs with 
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the literature which stipulates that a need for interpersonal connection or relatedness is the 

common factor agreed upon by most scholars regarding a sense of belonging (Allen & Kern, 

2017; George & Selimos, 2019; Hagerty et al., 1996). Another participant in particular 

expressed how participation increased her sense of inclusion and belonging: “if they got this 

meeting and if my landlord is not around she can ask me to go around and I will have say as 

South African too... they make us feel like we are a part of them” (Emma). This aligns with 

McMillan's (1996) notions of trust and art as they are not only recognised as being 

trustworthy, but are also participate in shared experiences. Yuval-Davis (2006) further 

exclaims the importance of repetitive shared social practices in the creation of attachments. 

Yet, given the dominant sense of exclusion at the sociopolitical and community levels, these 

instances of inclusion did not occur frequently. 

The latter participant’s experiences further concurs with Boccagni and Vargas‐Silva's 

(2021) study which suggests that relationships, safety and time spent in a space may 

contribute significantly to a sense of belonging in a place: “My home is where I live mostly 

cause I will spend the whole year here in South Africa but when I go home its only two… 

sometimes less than two weeks” (Emma). By calling South Africa and her country of origin 

‘home’ in this excerpt, it is possible that this is the one and only instance in this study that 

concurs with the notion on transnationalism where it is asserted that migrants can experience 

a sense of belonging in two spaces that span across borders (Ehrkamp & Leitner, 2006; 

Falicov, 2005; Madsen & van Naerssen, 2003; Schiller et al., 1992). It further corresponds 

with the literature which asserts the importance of social inclusion in the creation of a sense 

of belonging (Antonsich, 2010; Hagerty et al., 1996; Njwambe et al., 2019; Yuval-Davis, 

2006). To this participant, a sense of familial attachments was created through shared social 

practices, experiences, and support: “the experiences we share, the troubles we are facing we 

share together, you see. So they are like fam- more than like family” (Emma). This highlights 
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the malleable nature of belonging and how home is not necessarily fixed or tied to one space 

(Belford & Lahiri-Roy, 2018). This participant’s unique experiences may be attributed to her 

unique experiences, as she had lied about her age when she migrated to South Africa and was 

thus taken care of by the host community as a minor and an orphan. It is thus possible that 

this led her to be included in the host society and enabled her to assimilate to a South African 

culture. She has also lived in South Africa for longer than most participants in this study, 

confirming with Boccagni and Vargas‐Silva's (2021) study. In light of the abovementioned 

results, however, safety was reported to be the one factor that decreased this participant’s 

sense of belonging, again connecting to Boccagni and Vargas‐Silva's (2021) results and other 

literature (Antonsich, 2010; Boccagni, 2020; Dupuis & Thorns, 1998). Furthermore, despite 

experiencing a sense of belonging in South Africa, negative perceptions were still evident in 

this participant as seen through her aversion for having her children stay in this country:  

I don’t want my kids to be schooling in South Africa. I want them back home cause 

even right now when they come even their minds if you buy car toy they don’t want it 

‘I want a gun’ so that thing grows in their mind…  

Additionally, it appears that participants remain involved and participate actively in 

social, political, religious or cultural spaces in their countries of origin, whether physically 

during visits, or through financial contributions. This may also be seen as a means to 

maintain a sense of belonging in their communities from which they have migrated. As 

Hagerty et al. (1996) outlines, a sense of belonging is maintained by being personally 

involved in that system, thereby leading them to feel a part thereof. The abovementioned 

burial societies not only act as a means to create spaces of belonging in their host society, but 

further acts as a means through which migrants can remain involved in their communities’ 

countries of origin and maintain their transnational belonging. The literature further asserts 

that the sending of remittances is a means through which a sense of belonging can be 
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maintained with their transnational families or communities (Peter, 2010; Singh et al., 2010). 

In the following excerpt the sending of finances seemed to act as a means for participating 

and maintaining a sense of belonging in communities in his country of origin, despite 

religious differences: “in our family we are Christians we go to church. Like myself, I don’t 

believe in rituals, but if they say they need something I just provide. But I don’t participate to 

be honest” (George).  

Participants’ need to stay connected with their communities was also particularly 

visible in relation to their connections to their families still living in their countries of origin. 

This reflects the relational context of Falicov’s (2007) ecosystemic model. 

The Relational Context  

In alignment with an ecosystemic perspective, Falicov’s (1995) MECA stipulates that 

people’s sociocultural experiences, such as belonging, are influenced by their inclusion and 

exclusions in various groups (Falicov, 2017). The literature points to the fact that it is not 

only the host community that influences belonging, but also the families in their countries of 

origin (Falicov, 2005; Madsen & van Naerssen, 2003; Marchetti-Mercer, 2017). Therefore, to 

make further sense of the findings of this study, one must also focus on the role of the family 

still living country of origin in the migrants’ experiences, and how it may impact their sense 

of belonging in their host country.  

The results indicate that the overall lack of safety and being excluded described 

earlier not only contributed to participants’ sense of not belonging in South Africa, but also 

significantly to their desire to return to their country of origin: “It’s like when these attacks 

starts or these shootings starts that’s when I feel like maybe I should go back home” 

(George). McMillan (1996) suggests that belonging also involves a sense of emotional safety 

where those who belong to the community are able to speak freely and be vulnerable. The 
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results of the present  seems to support this and a frequent comparison between participants’ 

experiences in their host country and with their families in their country of origin was 

evident: “If you talk to someone [here in Olievenhout] they will laugh at you, but when you 

are talking to your family they won’t laugh at you but they will come up with a solution to 

solve the problem” (Pamela). Whilst speaking of their lack of safety and rejection, 

participants often seemed to long for their countries of origin, as expressed through a desire 

to return to their countries of origin to regain this sense of safety: “So for you to be safe, you 

just feel that if there was a bus today or if I have bus fare today I must go” (Aneni). In light of 

the lack of safety experienced in Olievenhoutbosch, it is evident that participants are 

reminded of and long for the spaces in which they do feel safe and ‘at home’, and therefore 

belong (Antonsich, 2010).  

As such, despite the adverse circumstances in their countries of origin which 

interestingly all participants termed as their ‘home’ country, the findings indicated that 

participants associate their home countries to sense of ontological security. Compared to 

South Africa, their home countries are connected with a sense of constancy both socially and 

materially, which the literature suggests are important components of ontological security 

(Giddens, 1990; Kinnvall, 2004). In fact, the findings strongly suggest a sense of security and 

comfort associated with their respective home countries and relationships there: “The most 

thing I’m saying is kept me to feel welcome in my country when I’m there, eh, first thing my 

relatives and I know the security” (Ronald). This coincides with the literature which 

expresses that safety is a prerequisite to feeling a sense of being at home (Dupuis & Thorns, 

1998). This seems to be the case despite its economic and political challenges: “When I am 

home I’m just free… because I am in my own place… And I enjoy that poverty which is in 

Zimbabwe, it’s fine to me. Its fine to me than to be here.” (Aneni). As such, although there is 

no financial security, they have an assurance that people and things are as they appear to be at 
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home (Giddens, 1990; Kinnvall, 2004). Their sense of control and dependability in their 

home countries is also associated with their lifestyles there (Kinnvall, 2004; Mallett, 2004). 

This involves the ability to survive with minimal resources and having a free space to live: 

“Yeah home is the best. Because I live at home without anything. I don’t pay rent, you see.” 

(Ronald). Antonsich (2010) notes that this ‘place belongingness’ is associated with a sense of 

being rooted, which was also found in this study: “You see in Malawi, I’ve got my own 

ground, my own land for me and my family. The land it was belong to our ancestors. So, if I 

am died, then my children take over” (Victor). Therefore, the findings of this study supports 

Boccagni (2020) who argues that, in cases where the migration to that country is associated 

with marginalisation, such as the results have highlighted, the space that these migrants 

originate from is considered home. This may therefore allude to the frequent comparison by 

participants between South Africa and their countries of origin in terms of their physical, 

financial or social security.  

More specifically, it is likely that their families with whom they maintain relational 

ties are their only spaces of security and comfort in this threatening world (Kinnvall, 2004; 

Mallett, 2004). The findings reveal that this sense of security and comfort was most 

frequently associated with their emotional attachments in their respective home countries: 

“That I’m feeling like I belong in Zimbabwe is… everything is there. Everything is there. My 

family, my kids, my gran. Everything is there. Here, I’m here alone, I don’t have any family 

here” (Pamela). In fact, the data of this study reveal that their countries are often associated 

with their families: “That comfort of a mother, you know **laughs**… I will think of her 

every day which means I will think of my mom I will think of Zimbabwe” (Emma). These 

findings align with the literature which outlines that the abovementioned ‘place 

belongingness’ is often associated with belonging to a group of people and the emotional 

attachments associated therewith (Antonsich, 2010; Yuval-Davis, 2006). This may suggest 
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why their family and country of origin was frequently used synonymously to ‘home’ in the 

findings, further connecting to the literature (Boccagni, 2020; Mallett, 2004).  

The findings further indicate that the participants’ lack of safety causes concern in 

their families in the countries of origin. These concerns are commonly expressed with 

frequent requests for them to return: “They, they are always saying ‘come back home’. … If 

they can hear people are fighting, they calling same time” (Stanley). The families of origin 

therefore also view South Africa as an unsafe place and perceives their country of origin to be 

the space where their family members can regain this safety. Weighing up the gains and 

losses of migration, as Falicov (2016a) notes in her research, migrants’ families seem to 

conclude that they would rather lose financial provision than lose their family members: 

“They call; ‘…If it’s not safe there can you please take a bus now and come back? …even if 

you don’t have money” (Pamela). Furthermore, in light of the financial challenges faced in 

South Africa, the results indicate that some participants were in the end financially supported 

by their families back home, which is contrary to their original plan when moving: “Because 

I already telled them that my situation is not fine… I am not working better, so… my father is 

providing school funds, school fees for my children, their food” (Stanley). This may reflect 

the values of collectivism also described by Falicov in her Family Organisation parameter 

which describes family structures common to rural and disadvantaged settings, who despite 

their economically precarious realities in their countries of origin, may find comfort in the 

sharing responsibilities and support to one another (Falicov, 2016a, 2016b, 2017). This, along 

with the possibility mentioned by some participants of having their own land to grow food, 

livestock and free accommodation in their countries of origin, as mentioned previously, may 

render home to seem more appealing in the midst of their financial and security challenges in 

South Africa. Additionally, the sense of support and unity associated with their families 

seems to be a significant factor in making home more appealing than South Africa: “because 
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me and my family, we are united… If someone doesn’t have help… They will try to hide 

your poverty” (Aneni).  

There is one interesting exception in the findings as expressed by Ronald, who is the 

main source of income for his family, and is not encouraged to come back, but rather only 

congratulated for surviving: “when I’m back home, they will be happy saying ‘eish 

congratulations we know that country’” (Ronald). It is possible that the collectivistic nature 

of his family, along with his cultural role as the eldest male sibling, and the death of his 

father, has left him in a position where others depend on him primarily (Falicov, 2013, 

2016a). Falicov (1995) has noted that the extended family’s collective values may often come 

into conflict with the nuclear family’s individualism, or perhaps in this case the individual 

needs of the person who has migrated. As such, where their families may entice migrants to 

return home on some instances, there may be instances which reflect an encouragement to 

stay despite concerns for safety.  

Generally, there was a strong sense of longing for ‘home’ which was emotionally 

laden: “I feel… when I just talk at home I just miss home. Like right now, my mind is not 

settled, I am not here” (Aneni). This sense of longing appears to be particularly directed 

towards their families in their countries of origin, as evident in Pamela’s expression:  

I feel at home while I’m in Zimbabwe because I don’t have to stress myself. I [don’t] 

have to call my mom, I am with her. I [don’t] have to call my kids, I am with them. 

Whatever the challenge I have, if I am with my mom or my kids I can pass that 

challenge. 

It is worth acknowledging the adverse circumstances in their countries of origin which 

had caused them to migrate in the first place. For example, Ndlovu (2010) highlighted the 

dangerous circumstances that people are faced with in Zimbabwe, which was interestingly 
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not mentioned by any of the participants. It is thus possible that migrants are rather reminded 

of their family relationships and have an idealised view of their home countries as a result of 

their longing for them. The significant emotional challenges connected with intense feelings 

of longing after migration can be manifested through imagination, words and actions 

(Baldassar, 2008; Belford & Lahiri-Roy, 2019). The manifestation through the body was 

indicated in the findings: “I was even get sick because I was thinking too much of my 

family…” (Victor).  

One way in which this sense of longing seemed to be addressed was by trying to 

maintain contact through Information Communication Technologies (ICTs), and sending 

remittances, which Baldassar (2008) has termed degrees of co-presence. It is important to 

note that, as also highlighted in the literature (Baldassar, 2016; Ehrkamp & Leitner, 2006; 

Falicov, 2005; Marchetti-Mercer, 2017), all participants most commonly maintain contact 

and participate in the family in their home countries through the use of ICTs. Consistent with 

the literature, it does not only prove to be a more effective and convenient means of 

maintaining connections and sending remittances, but is further highlighted to be the most 

cost-effective means through which these working-class migrants can communicate on a 

regular basis (Bacigalupe & Lambe, 2011; Marchetti-Mercer, 2017). These findings are 

particularly associated with the use of the more cost-effective platform known as WhatsApp, 

as opposed to conventional mobile calls: “me I can’t call them normal [mobile] call because 

it’s very expensive. But through WhatsApp it’s easy. You can talk until you are tired” (Lina). 

As outlined in the literature review, it is possible that through these ICTs, migrants are able to 

virtually foster a sense of ‘shared presence’ and maintain their connections and sense of 

belonging with their families across borders (Antonsich, 2010; Baldassar, 2008; Falicov, 

2007; Marchetti-Mercer, 2017; Yuval-Davis, 2006). Through an ‘imagined co-presence’, 
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migrants and their families may keep each other in their minds until they are able to connect 

again virtually or physically (Baldassar, 2008).  

Despite their efforts to maintain contact, Falicov (2007) notes that migration 

inevitably imposes relational stress and considerable emotional costs often resulting from the 

inevitable separations between family members. To Emma, physically separating from her 

father through migration also induced a relational separation: “To me [moving to] South 

Africa just broke that relationship with my daddy… [I] can see that she got somewhere 

somehow she got still that anger”. Whereas the results showed that some had personally 

experienced relational stresses imposed by migration, others only expressed that which they 

had observed in other migrants: “Like those who come from Malawi, some people they lose 

their families just because they are staying here” (Victor). Mustasaari (2015) notes that 

transnational families maintain a sense of ‘familyhood’ through shared social practices and 

flows of communication, among others in order to prevent this emotional separation. This 

was found to be relevant to this study, as participants expressed the importance of 

maintaining contact with the family members who they have left behind: “It helps a lot, 

because they won’t forget you… Sometimes you end up like your kids won’t recognise, like 

realise you are mom because you are not contacting with them. So you see, you have to 

contact with them” (Pamela).  

This is not possible for every participant, however, as a lack of access to devices or 

connection leads them to have to resort to the significantly more expensive mobile calls. The 

results were in agreement with Baldassar's (2008) assertion that migrants’ ability to engage in 

transnational contact is limited to their capacity to do so, as their access to resources 

determines the frequency and length of contact: “It’s like, my children, mostly I talk them 

once a month, because I can’t afford to call them” (Aneni). This highlights the severe 

limitations placed on migrants of a more disadvantaged socioeconomic status, as they are 
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challenged and may be required to exert significant energy to maintain their cross-border ties 

with limited resources (Ehrkamp & Leitner, 2006). This further brings to light the digital 

divide and the subsequent challenges in maintaining transnational ties brought with a lack of 

access to financial resources, ICTs and the internet (van Dijk, 2005).  

The findings show that participants find value in receiving emotional support from 

their families (Belford & Lahiri-Roy, 2019; Skrbiš, 2008). In fact, the study has found that 

they long for this emotional support: “You know, even to comfort, I never been comforted 

with someone as my mom do. That comfort of a mother, you know **laughs** so I will 

never… I will think of her every day…” (Emma). On the other hand, one participant 

highlighted her longing to provide emotional support and nurturance to her children in her 

home country, highlighting Falicov's (2016) belief that migration can disrupt the relationship 

between children and parents: “I just want to be with my children because they need my care, 

motherly care, but they can’t get it, you see” (Aneni). In addition to the lack of resources to 

maintain regular contact, the findings may also bring to light the shortcomings that 

maintaining virtual contact has, especially compared to physical contact (Marchetti-Mercer, 

2012, 2016, 2017). Their need to maintain contact is thus not only done to maintain their 

belonging, but to reap the benefits from the spaces of belonging that they do have, which is 

the emotional support and a sense of security from their families (Baldassar, 2007; Belford & 

Lahiri-Roy, 2019). 

Maintaining contact through ICTs do not only serve as a way to maintain 

relationships and gain emotional support, but also connects to the migrants’ financial 

obligations. As such, it also appears to be a means through which participants can remain 

aware of their family’s material needs, such as in the case of Stanley:  
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Each and every weekend I have to take time to chat with them there in Malawi. They 

have to tell me about their problems there, about my children. I have to send 

something small to help my children in Malawi. 

Peter (2010) and Singh et al. (2010) further highlight the role of sending remittances 

in maintaining a sense of belonging with their families in their countries of origin. The 

findings of the present study also connect to what Falicov (2007) calls ‘rituals of connection’ 

whereby migrants regularly send remittances or maintain contact in order to communicate to 

their families that they are still participating despite the distance. It further links to other 

literature on a sense of belonging which emphasises the importance of feeling a sense of 

involvement, and the creation of identity and narratives by participating in shared social 

practices mentioned previously (Antonsich, 2010; Hagerty et al., 1996; Yuval-Davis, 2006).  

However, Falicov (1995) brings to light the stressors or conflicts that occur when 

migrants’ demands and those of their families in their countries of origin are misaligned, 

which in the case of this study, is often associated with their financial obligations. Falicov 

(2007) further highlights that migration imposes additional reorganizations in the family, at 

times requiring migrants to assume new roles to compensate for their absence. Although not 

all participants are the primary breadwinners in their families, and it is unclear whether 

participants adopted such roles only after migrating, the results suggest that some 

participants’ families expect them to have resources to send remittances, even when this is 

more frequently not a possibility: “Sometimes you look like you don’t want to help, but you 

don’t have, but they don’t understand” (Ronald). It further seems as if migrants feel a 

disconnection between their reality and the expectations of their families, leading to a sense 

of pressure as noted by George:  
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But sometimes they don’t know what is happening here in South Africa because they 

don’t see what is happening in reality, you understand, but of course they will keep on 

saying: “Just try harder, try harder, try harder to work. It’s gonna be fine.”  

As such, participants are often driven to make grave sacrifices in an attempt to 

uphold these financial obligations, such as Aneni who stated: “I have to starve myself 

again” to meet the needs of her family in her country of origin. The evidence suggests that the 

responsibility associated with this role is emotionally burdensome: “I can blame myself 

because I didn’t help them whilst they need money” (Pamela). This validates literature that 

acknowledges the social pressure imposed on migrants by their families in their countries of 

origin to send these remittances and the emotional burden that this can create (Bacigalupe & 

Lambe, 2011; Peter, 2010).  

Whilst these migrants sacrifice themselves to try uphold these values and support their 

families, the results suggest some resistance to show a need for support. Potentially 

exasperating the sense of emotional burden related to these financial obligations is the reality 

that many of the participants in this study seemed to withhold the truth of these and other 

challenges from their families. This was done in order to reduce their families’ emotional 

burden: “No I can’t tell them this because I can stress them” (Ronald). This tendency to 

withhold bad news or stressful information echoes the findings of Marchetti-Mercer (2017) 

and Baldassar (2008). Where Marchetti-Mercer (2017) suggested that this was done to try 

uphold a view of an ‘idealised’ family, Baldassar (2008) suggested that their families’ 

inability to be physically there and support them could create distress. Yet, the literature 

suggests that this withholding of information may rather create a further emotional distance 

between migrants and their families (Falicov, 2016a; Marchetti-Mercer, 2017). It is likely 

that both possibilities may contribute to the findings of the present study, as seen in the above 

quote, and results which indicated that, if participants actually receive financial support from 
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their families in their countries of origin, a sense of discomfort is experienced. One 

participant in particular expressed how news about his challenges or ill health may lead to 

concerns about his ability to provide for them: “I know family is problem if maybe they 

depend on you they complain too much. And if they came to see you, when they go they say 

[to others]; ‘No, I don’t know if today he will be alive” (Victor). Thus, despite migrating to 

provide for their families, it has proven more difficult than anticipated, creating a disjuncture 

between their families’ expectations and the migrants’ reality (Adepoju, 2003; Mosselson, 

2010). Despite these challenges, the findings show that participants still experience a sense of 

purpose and fulfilment when they can send remittances and uphold their familial obligations: 

“I cannot come all the way from Zimbabwe just to come here and sit… Whatever I get as 

long as my family can… I can put food on the table for my family. It’s better for me” 

(George).  

Considering their active involvements with their families and communities ‘back 

home’, and their lack thereof in Olievenhoutbosch, the results suggest that they are not living 

in transnational spaces as their hearts are not divided between two spaces but is still very 

much attached to their country of origin: “But I belong to Zimbabwe and that will never 

change, to be honest, that will never change” (George). In light of this, the results indicate 

that participants do intend to return to their home countries: “I know I will go there one day 

and stay forever” (Lina). This, however, is subject to their financial goals being met in South 

Africa, aligning to some extent to the work of Landau and Freemantle (2010) who spoke of 

the goal-driven nature of such migrants. The difference, though, is that these goals are not 

driven by individualism, as Landau and Freemantle (2010) claim, but is rather very much 

rooted in their collectivistic desires to provide for their families back home. Despite the intent 

to return and the encouragement from their families, the results further point to a sense of 

feeling trapped in South Africa and poverty in general. The results points to this either being 
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due to a lack of finances to move or due to the lack of finances back home and obligations to 

provide: “because of the situation back home there I’ve got no other option. That’s why I am 

here in South Africa. I have got no other option” (George). The data therefore goes full circle 

again, indicating the challenges these migrants face in a country where they do not belong: 

“We have got nowhere to run so we just keep on. If they destroy, we build over we start 

again” (George).   

Conclusion  

The findings in this study show that the negative experiences faced by African 

migrants living in South Africa negatively impact upon their sense of belonging. Amongst the 

negative experiences are outright acts of exclusion from the host society by virtue of their 

nationality, as well as financial challenges, and a significant sense of fear due to a lack of 

safety. These were reflected by the participants sense that they do not belong in the 

community of Olievenhoutbosch, as they are unable to create spaces that provide some sense 

of security and comfort. Although a sense of self-exclusion is also evident, this seems to be 

more of a response to the discriminatory acts they have witnessed or experienced. As such, 

these migrants attach themselves to the only spaces in Olievenhoutbosch that will accept 

them, which are spaces often associated with a shared religious, cultural or national identity. 

Although some spaces of belonging were noted, these seem to be overshadowed by the 

general sense of being excluded and not belonging in Olievenhoutbosch. Participants 

therefore remain connected to their communities in their countries of origin as it seems to be 

some of the few spaces where they are able to belong. Included here are their relationships 

with their families as this particularly plays an important role in the management of their 

adverse experiences in South Africa.  

Despite the adverse economic circumstances in their countries of origin, the results 

show that participants still long for the perceived ontological security that their families, 
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livelihoods and formal documentation provides. Most significantly is the sense of longing 

experienced for their families. Evidently, maintaining contact through ICTs is an invaluable 

means through which they can not only gain emotional support, but also maintain their sense 

of belonging to their families ‘back home’. Maintaining relational ties with their families 

‘back home’ is also associated with their reasons for migrating. Therefore, by sending 

remittances, they are not only able to participate in their families or communities, but also 

uphold the obligations placed on them after moving to seek opportunities to make money. 

However, this does not come without significant emotional challenges, as finding financial 

opportunities proved more challenging than anticipated.  

The findings therefore show that families in their country of origin do have an impact 

on participants’ sense of belonging in Olievenhoutbosch, albeit indirectly. By comparing 

their sense of ontological security received from their families to their lack thereof in South 

Africa, a deep desire to return home is evident. Living in poverty with their families seem 

more appealing than living alone in a foreign and unsafe country, in poverty and in a society 

that rejects them. Additionally, their economic challenges in their countries of origin, and in 

South Africa, as well as their roles of financial providers to their families, reinforces the fact 

that they did not migrate to find a new ‘home’, but to support the ‘home’ they already have. It 

is perhaps their sense of unity related to the collectivistic and interconnected nature of these 

family relationships that not only motivated migrants to seek better opportunities, but perhaps 

also contributes to their reasons for longing for ‘home’ and not belonging in 

Olievenhoutbosch. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

Closing remarks 

This research study endeavoured to contribute to the body of knowledge surrounding 

migration, belonging and family relationships by exploring the experiences of a group of 

African migrants in Olievenhoutbosch. It specifically sought to explore the experiences of 

belonging in Olievenhoutbosch and the role of their relationships with their families in their 

countries of origin, using a culturally competent ecosystemic perspective. This study has 

drawn attention to the significant role that the sociopolitical, community and relational 

contexts play in migrants’ sense of belonging in Olievenhoutbosch. The experiences related 

to each of these contexts further impacted one another, highlighting the importance of an 

ecosystemic perspective for viewing individual matters.  

The findings coincided with the literature pertaining to a sense of belonging, 

specifically in relation to political and psychological belonging (Yuval-Davis, 2006), as well 

as place belongingness (Antonsich, 2010). Most prominently was the considerable attention 

drawn to the role of the host community in migrants’ sense of belonging, specifically 

pertaining to experiences that lead to a lack of inclusion, safety and ontological security. 

Coinciding with the South African literature, this study has found that these experiences 

included the crime in the Olievenhoutbosch community, xenophobic acts, a lack of 

documentation, challenges in speaking South African languages, financial challenges, as well 

as being excluded from most social events. Given that these are generally experienced as acts 

of exclusions, migrants in Olievenhoutbosch find it difficult or impossible to experience a 

sense of belonging to this community and assimilate to its culture. As such, these migrants 

generally do not seem belong transnationally or with their hearts in two countries. At the 

same time, these migrants seem to attend existing or create their own spaces where they can 
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experience a sense of belonging, most often related to their cultural, national or religious 

identities.  

The study further revealed that their sense of longing to their ‘home’ countries is due 

to a desire to return to their sources of ontological security, most often associated with their 

family relationships. Corresponding with psychological studies on transnational families, the 

study has found that ties are, in fact, maintained to their families in their countries of origin. 

In fact, it revealed that it is these ties that motivated their reasons for migrating. It concurs 

with the literature on the use of ICTs as instrumental to maintaining contact as most 

participants used this not only to reap the benefits of belonging to their families in their 

‘home countries’, but also to uphold their financial obligations to these spaces. These 

obligations come with significant sacrifices on the part of migrants that can be experienced as 

burdensome, but is often not communicated to their families ‘back home’. Despite relational 

stressors imposed by migration, the findings have revealed a desire and intent to return, but 

significant challenges to do so due to the very reasons they came.  

Limitations 

It is important to recognise the limitations of this study in order to highlight avenues 

for improvement in future research.  

The first limitation of this study undoubtedly involved the number of participants 

used. Gathering data from only eight participants greatly limited the breadth and depth of the 

data yielded. The information gathered was therefore quite limited in perspective to the large 

number of people who have migrated to Olievenhoutbosch for similar reasons. Although a 

level of saturation had been reached, having more participants may have added to the 

nuanced details of the general themes gathered, and provided further unique insights that 
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would certainly have improved the understanding of migrants’ experiences in 

Olievenhoutbosch.  

A second limitation involves the heterogenous nature of the sample with respect to 

their country of origin, culture, length of stay, employment status, and so forth. The 

participants themselves as well as the literature on migration in South Africa acknowledge 

the differences in opinions that South Africans have for different African nations, which 

further results in differences in treatment (Gordon, 2017b; Maluleke, 2018). The literature 

has also highlighted the impact of financial security and length of stay on a sense of 

belonging (Boccagni & Vargas‐Silva, 2021; Njwambe et al., 2019). Although the aim of this 

study, its theoretical framework, and the nature of qualitative research was not to generalise 

the findings to the broader population, mitigating for these factors through a more 

homogenous sample may have limited the differences in experiences and yielded more 

conclusive information with respect to their sense of belonging and the role of the family in a 

sense of belonging (Falicov, 2017; Morrow & Smith, 2000).  

Thirdly, although the data gathered was relatively in-depth, the analysis 

retrospectively revealed that the study would have benefitted greatly by using the MECA 

framework to develop interview questions and explore the participants’ experiences. 

Analysing the data with this framework highlighted significant gaps in the data gathered, 

such as the specific cultural beliefs of each participant and their families. This is especially in 

relation to their responsibilities to one another, the influence of their family organisation in 

the decision to migrate, as well as more in-depth information regarding the values and beliefs 

of the family in their country of origin. Furthermore, the study would have benefitted if the 

MECA model was also applied to myself as the researcher so as to enhance my reflexivity 

throughout the research process. These gaps and limitations clearly reveal the importance of 

this framework in conducting research that is culturally competent. 
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Fourthly, triangulating the data by interviewing both the migrants and their families in 

their countries of origin may have yielded more trustworthy results as it would have provided 

opportunity for the migrants’ families in their countries of origin to clarify or provide more 

information pertaining to the research topic (van Rensburg, 2010).    

Lastly, the asymmetrical power imbalances between myself as the researcher and the 

participants may have negatively affected the data gathered. The differences in class and 

positionality may have limited participants’ sense of comfort and trust during the interviews 

thereby limiting their openness to share their experiences. It also appeared that some expected 

to be renumerated for attending the interviews even though it had been emphasized that this 

was not offered. These expectations may have led some to respond in a way that they deemed 

would be socially desirable by me. Being an outsider to the community, participants may 

have further struggled to trust me and establish rapport, thereby limiting the information that 

they were willing to provide.  

Recommendations 

Despite the limitations, this study has begun to address some of the existing gaps of 

psychological research in this field. It has also revealed the significant importance of 

conducting further research in this general topic in South Africa, especially through a 

psychological lens and from the perspective of migrants. The following research possibilities 

were revealed during the conducting of this study:  

Although there is considerable research exploring the attitudes of South Africans on 

migrant populations, very few studies exist that explore the migrants’ perspectives and 

experiences from a psychological perspective. As such, further research exploring migrants’ 

experiences and perceptions from this perspective is needed to contribute to a more holistic 

understanding of migration in South Africa. 
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It has been noted previously that psychology is greatly underrepresented in migration 

studies, specifically related to transnational family relationships (Palmary, 2018). The 

literature on transnational family relationships among working-class migrants in South Africa 

is also very limited. The literature that does exist opposes the view of transnationalism and 

proposes other modes of belonging that was shown in this study to not be applicable. This 

may be due to a sociological as opposed to a psychological perspective. To gain a further 

understanding of this discrepancy, it would be invaluable to conduct more psychological 

research in this field. 

This study has revealed that a lack of finances increases their negative experiences in 

South Africa, and likely has a negative impact on their sense of belonging. It is possible that, 

given the significant limitations in their financial resources, migrants of a lower 

socioeconomic status may have to choose between creating a new home in South Africa, if 

possible at all, and supporting the homes they already have in their countries of origin. It may 

thus be considerably challenging to create and maintain two homes in separate countries 

given the severe lack of resources that many migrants in South Africa are faced with. This 

further connects to the fact that most research on transnational families in South Africa is 

among people of a higher socioeconomic status. As such, more research is needed to 

ascertain the role that finances may have in the creation or development of a sense of 

transnational belonging. 

         Given the culturally diverse nature of South Africa, it would be valuable to conduct 

future research that applies the MECA framework in family therapy. This may facilitate the 

development of a more comprehensive understanding of the realities that migrants or 

transnational families in South Africa may face and may further facilitate culturally 

competent training in family therapy.    
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Appendices 

 

Appendix A: Gatekeeper Confidentiality Form 

 

 

 

 

As a gatekeeper of ___________________ [Researcher’s Name], I understand and agree that 

the following conditions shall apply to my position: 

1. Any information, recorded or not, received or acquired in connection with my duties is 

considered confidential. Confidential information includes all records which in any way 

would divulge information in regard to all participants in this study and his/her family. 

2. All information given out or discovered about the participants and his/her family’s 

circumstances and / or the operations shall be held in confidence by me. 

3. I will not make public statements to the media expressly or impliedly, on behalf of The 

participants or his/her family. 

4. I shall act in a professional manner in the performance of my duties as a gatekeeper of 

___________________[Researcher’s Name]. 

Signed this __________ day of ________________, 20___ 

 

___________________________________ 

Gatekeeper’s signature 

 

___________________________________ 

Researcher's signature 

 

 

 

 

Private Bag 3, Wits, 2050  •  Tel: 011 717 4541  •  Fax: 011 717 4559  •  E-mail: psych.SHCD@wits.ac.za 

 

mailto:psych.SHCD@wits.ac.za
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Appendix B: Participation Information Sheet 
 

 

 

Good day! 

 

My name is Alida Bonnet and I am currently doing my Master of Arts in Community Based 

Counselling Psychology at the University of the Witwatersrand. Part of the degree involves 

the completion of a research project. 

I am working on a project that wants to find out what the role is that family relationships 

play in where immigrants feel ‘at home’. I am specifically looking at their relationship with 

their family in in their home country and whether that plays a role in a sense of being ‘at 

home’.  

The study needs participants who are working-class and immigrants. They must be over the 

age of 18 years old. It is also important that they speak English and have families who still 

live in in their home country. If you fit into this group of people, it would be greatly 

appreciated if you take part in this project. 

Taking part involves an interview with me, Alida, at a restaurant in Blue Hills shopping 

centre for about 1.5 hours. Throughout this project I will make sure that what you have told 

me in the interview is not connected to your name. In other words, what you have told me 

in the interview will remain confidential. I will do this by giving you a false name in the 

interview. The interview will be audio recorded so that what you have said can be written 

down and analysed. Please note that taking part is entirely your choice and, if you do not 

feel comfortable during the interview, you are welcome to stop at any time. 

If you would like more information, please do not hesitate to contact me (contact details 

provided below).  

Alida Bonnet 
alida.bonnet09@gmail.com 
0836552132 
 
Prof. Maria Marchetti-Mercer 
Maria.Marchetti-Mercer@wits.ac.za 
 
 

Private Bag 3, Wits, 2050  •  Tel: 011 717 4541  •  Fax: 011 717 4559  •  E-mail: psych.SHCD@wits.ac.za 

 

mailto:alida.bonnet09@gmail.com
mailto:Maria.Marchetti-Mercer@wits.ac.za
mailto:psych.SHCD@wits.ac.za
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Appendix C: Consent Form  
 

 

Good day!  

I am a student at the University of the Witwatersrand who is currently pursuing her Masters 

degree in Community Based Counselling Psychology. Part of the degree involves the 

completion of a research project.  

I am working on a project that is exploring the impact of transnational family relationships on 

a sense of belonging. Transnational family relationships are those relationships we have with 

family members who do not live in the same country as us. Essentially, I am exploring what 

impact one’s family back home and, the relationship one may have with them, has on one’s 

sense of belonging.  

I would like you to participate in this study. It will require an interview of no more than 

1.5hrs that will be audio recorded and conducted at a restaurant in Blue Hills Shopping 

Centre.  

If you are willing to participate, please give your consent by signing this form. Please also 

read and sign the attached form to give consent for audio recording this interview.  

I                                                                    (Participant Name and Surname) hereby give my 

consent to partake in this study. By signing this form, I understand that (please tick the boxes 

to indicate your understanding): 

□ The interview will be audio recorded 

□ My confidentiality will be ensured by assigning a pseudonym to my information 

□ I am giving the researcher permission to use the data obtained during the interview for 

the research project 

□ Participation is entirely voluntary 

□ If I would like to withdraw, I can do so at any time 

 

Date:       Signature:      

Private Bag 3, Wits, 2050  •  Tel: 011 717 4541  •  Fax: 011 717 4559  •  E-mail: psych.SHCD@wits.ac.za 

 

mailto:psych.SHCD@wits.ac.za
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Appendix D: Consent for Audio Recording 
 

 

 

This interview will be audio recorded in order to accurately transcribe the interview. 

Throughout the interview process I will not use your real name to keep your identity 

confidential. The recording will be kept in a password-protected device and will only be 

listened by me for transcribing.  

By signing this form, you are giving me permission to record the interview and, therefore, use 

it for the purpose of my research. This means that you understand that (please tick the boxes 

to indicate your understanding):  

□ If you do not wish to be audio recorded, it will result in your withdrawal from the 

study 

□ Participation is entirely voluntary 

□ If you wish to withdraw from the study at any time you are welcome to do so 

□ In the event that you withdraw, your recording will be deleted immediately 

 

Please sign this form to give your consent  

Name and Surname:         

 

Date:     

 

Signature:      

 

 

 

Private Bag 3, Wits, 2050  •  Tel: 011 717 4541  •  Fax: 011 717 4559  •  E-mail: psych.SHCD@wits.ac.za 

 

mailto:psych.SHCD@wits.ac.za


177 
 

Appendix E: Interview Schedule 

 

What does ‘home’ mean to you?  

Where do you feel at ‘home’? (In your home country or here in Olievenhoutbosch?) 

What do you feel when you speak of home? 

 

1. Do immigrants experience a sense of belonging in Olievenhoutbosch? 

Do you feel like you belong in Olievenhoutbosch?  

What do you believe has influenced you to feel this way?  

Do you feel valued by the Olievenhoutbosch community? 

Do you think Olievenhoutbosch has recognised you as a part of the community? 

Is there a place in Olievenhoutbosch where you feel you belong the most? 

What has influenced you to feel at home here?  

Has anything prevented you from feeling at home here in Olievenhoutbosch? 

 

2. How do immigrants in Olievenhoutbosch maintain transnational family 

relationships? 

How do you maintain contact with members of your family back home? 

What do you find useful or challenging about maintaining contact? 

Do you still feel like you belong in your home country? (ask if the questions at the top did not 

point to country of origin) 

How have you maintained this sense of belonging?  

 

3. What role do transnational family relationships play in a sense of belonging 

among immigrants in Olievenhoutbosch? 

Has your family in your home country played a role in your sense of belonging there? 

Do you think your relationship with your family in your country of origin has influenced if 

you feel at home in Olievenhoutbosch?  

Has your sense of belonging with your family abroad perhaps influenced how you feel living 

in South Africa? 

 

 

 



178 
 

Appendix F: Ethics Certificate 
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