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Chapter 1 

1. Introduction  

1.1. Context and background to the project 

In South Africa, xenophobia has plagued the lives of migrants and refugees rendering the 

population to live in fear and exclusion. The struggle of migrants is often met with both political 

and legal hostility. Many who arrive in South Africa from other African nations struggle to 

establish roots due to the difficulties in obtaining legal status. According to Amit & Kriger, (2014), 

the actions of the Department of Home Affairs in South Africa suggest a reluctance to grant legal 

rights to foreign migrants through documentation, aiming to make their removal easier. In addition 

to the challenges of foreign migrants, many experience violence within respective communities 

such as townships and local public spaces (Sempijja & Mongale, 2022).  

Survival as a migrant, otherwise referred to as a ‘foreigner’ in South Africa, offers a plethora of 

challenges including the barrier of language. Ironically, this distinction is particularly attached to 

black migrants of African nationality; whereby those of American and European descent rarely, if 

not at all, experience the dehumanization of xenophobia. “Black Africans from other countries are 

marked out for hatred and violent attacks in South Africa based on their nationalities, languages, 

cultures, and religions, even as they share the same black skin colour with everyday South 

Africans” (Mpofu, 2020, p. 35).  

Xenophobia in South Africa, therefore, attaches itself to a singular race and its associated markers 

— the black skin tied to nationality, ethnicity, languages, and many more. Furthermore, given that 
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victims are not only faced with xenophobia but also racial scapegoating, which according to Mpofu 

(2020), is a form of racism that sentences foreign nationals to what Fanon described as the “zone 

of non-being” where lives are dispensable (p. 37). This observation is referred to as xenophobia, 

defined as discrimination by South African natives against black migrants from other African 

countries (Tarisayi & Manik, 2020).  

As such, xenophobia and the interplay of language is the premise on which this paper situates 

itself. Scholars like Kgari-Masondo & Masondo, (2019) and Sanders, (2016) have investigated the 

dominance of language within South African society post-apartheid in an effort to regain power. 

While Katsere, (2016) investigated language brokering among migrant populations, and further 

work by Fourchard & Segatti, (2015) has explored South African exceptionalism drawing itself 

separate from the rest of the African continent and thus reddening foreign nationals in South Africa 

as inferior beings.   

To do justice to the heavily investigated phenomenon of xenophobia in literature, this paper 

examined the discourse concerning the prevalence and enduring vulnerabilities encountered by 

migrants in South Africa. Employing a humanistic approach and a thematic narrative analysis 

framework, the research centered its attention on examining the narratives that delineate the 

importance of language dynamics and spatial considerations within the migrant community of 

Johannesburg which collectively mold the lived experiences of migrants in the urban landscape.  
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1.2. Rationale of study 

Our sense of being in the world defines who we are and who we become to survive and continue 

to exist. And so qualifying this requires an approach that invites an audience but more so empowers 

the individual to make sense of their own world. The life story “that situates a person in the world, 

integrates a life in time, and provides meaning and purpose” is what McAdam (1990, 2018) 

imagined as identity (2018, p. 361). 

In South Africa, the need to create a person-centred dialogue of the experience of xenophobia 

instead of a distanced reporting of the effects of xenophobia allows for better understanding and 

transformative effort to redefine our sense of Ubuntu and force a rebirth of the Rainbow Nation. 

Language has been used in South Africa to single out migrants, perpetuate stereotypes, and 

discriminate against people of African descent. And the stain of blackness coupled with language 

and cultural differences dehumanizes many black foreign Africans. Furthermore, South Africa is 

home to many languages, eleven official and even more languages given the myriad of nationalities 

who live in South Africa. The diversity of cultures would entice the global sphere given that 

diversity invites community but unfortunately, this is not the case in South Africa. The prevalence 

of xenophobia is both overtly violent and covertly implied politically and socially.  

The political implications discussed herein are particularly relevant in the current context, given 

that the 2024 general elections are underway at the time of the composition of this research. 

Notably, the year 2021 witnessed a surge in unrest leading up to the South African Municipal 

Elections, which aimed to elect councils for district, metropolitan, and local municipalities. 

According to reputable news sources such as Al Jazeera and The Guardian, this period witnessed 
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a rise in vigilantism against migrants, resulting in the emergence of a group that evolved from a 

vigilante movement into a political entity known as Operation Dulula. 

Operation Dulula, with its xenophobic rhetoric, advocated for the expulsion of undocumented 

African migrants, reflecting an escalating anti-migrant sentiment. This shift from a vigilante group 

to a political party highlights the transformation of conflict that was previously centred on the 

perception that migrants were taking jobs from local South Africans (Mabasa, 2023). This anti-

immigrant stance has now evolved into a political activism campaign aimed at removing foreign 

individuals from the country. 

The roots of vigilantism against migrants and anti-migration activism can be traced back to the 

pre-1994 era in campaigns such as Operation Buyelekhaya (go back home) which took place in 

the Alexandra township, and in the post-apartheid period, such sentiments have triggered 

xenophobic attacks and violence (Mawire, 2023). Prominent anti-immigration groups include 

Operation 'Dudula,' the social media-driven Put South Africa First Movement, the South Africa 

First Party, and the All Truck Drivers Foundation (ATDF) (Mawire, 2023). The severity of 

xenophobic movements escalated in 2022, reaching a tragic pinnacle when a Zimbabwean 

national, Elvis Mbodazwe Banajo Nyathi, residing in Johannesburg, South Africa, was subjected 

to a brutal assault and ultimately burnt to death in the township of Diepsloot. 

The rise in the number of immigrant settlers can be attributed to the fundamental reality that a 

substantial portion of these migrants and refugees opt for South Africa due to its superior economic 

prospects and political stability compared to the prevalent civil and political challenges in 

significant regions of Southern and Eastern Africa, the Horn of Africa, the Great Lakes Region, 

and West Africa. Primarily, the migration patterns from these African nations involve individuals 
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of African descent seeking refuge and safety, both of which are not assured in the current South 

African environment characterized by vigilantism. 

This is especially alarming given that within African culture, belonging is associated with a 

concept of "Africanity" that embraces diversity and community among all cultures, ethnic groups, 

or ethnicities of African origin (Ojong, Ashe & Out, 2018). According to Ojong et al. (2018) the 

term Africanity is “not synonymous with blackness” (p. 125); rather, acts as an emblem which 

upholds the totality of the African institution. In an effort to consolidate this idea in the South 

African context, Ojong, et al. recognize “that the universality of Africanity or African-ness has not 

really changed (p. 129), however, the difficulty in this attempt lies in that “its image has (been) 

tainted by its apparent rejection” of African migrants (Ojong et al., 2018, p. 129) 

In South Africa, the philosophy of Ubuntu, which is a term from the Nguni language, signifies 

connectedness between people and extends beyond a mere code of conduct or moral quality. It 

represents a soul force that fosters empathy and forms part of a fundamental value system that 

promotes social harmony and cooperation (Gade, 2012). 

Our connections to the cultures that shape one’s understanding of self and place in the world 

greatly influence one’s identities. Colonization’s long history, which continues to exist through 

intergenerational trauma, had a detrimental impact on African communities by stripping them of 

a vital aspect of their identity: the richness of their language and culture (Bradbury, 2021). As 

Bradbury (2021) articulates, following Derrida: 

"…the forceful imposition of the language of the colonial other creates an oppressive 

monolingualism, contracting cultural horizons and possibilities for meaning-making" 

(p. 147 ).  
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Additionally, the claim for culture and civilization which overall determines identity, is protected 

by a particular form of rage that when met with external influence or ‘alien cultures’, are seen as 

“pollutions and imagined to be dangerous and offensive, hence the violent reaction to them” 

(Mpofu, 2020, p. 41). This apparent distinction of who belongs and who is othered is historically 

embedded in colonial racism in Africa where there exists an interplay of nationalism, tribalism, 

and territorialism in which tribalism in Africa became a glorified ideology that was a product of 

colonial imagination and production (Mpofu, 2020). The nationalist so-called plight for unity and 

liberation devolved into divisive chauvinism and racism (Mpofu, 2020). Through it, the claim for 

resources and desire for dominance began the fight to expel Africans from other African countries 

out of South Africa. However, it is not surprising that the needle of blame shifted from the white 

settlers to black foreign Africans believed to be competition for the indigenous [South] Africans 

who “needed their turn to benefit from the slices of the national cake after decolonization” (Mpofu, 

2020, p. 40). 

Henceforth, the legacy of colonial racism continues to influence African societies' dynamics even 

after gaining independence. And so there’s an understanding that just like colonialism, the process 

of othering is enabled by diminishing one's sense of self and place in the world. One way to 

accomplish this is through close observation of language as a tool for othering. 

Language is culturally and socially embedded and thus places a boundary that distinguishes one 

population from the other. Linguistic differences are highlighted and exploited to create divisions, 

fostering a sense of "us" versus "them”. This dichotomy not only fuels stereotypes and prejudices 

but also reinforces the notion of cultural superiority and inferiority. By emphasizing linguistic 

differences, individuals or groups are labelled "foreigners", "outsiders", or even threats to the 

dominant culture, leading to their exclusion and the perpetuation of xenophobia.  
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Language itself doesn’t stand on its own, it encompasses phonetic features and interactional 

patterns, influences how people perceive one another and is associated with non-linguistic social 

categories such as education, socioeconomic status, ethnicity, and national or geographical 

language. Hence language creates a criteria for which people are categorized and when this is 

applied to situations of xenophobia, the combination of non-linguistic social factors as well as 

cultural dominance births the “other” complex.   

Beyond linguistic criteria that classify social groups, without space, language would simply be an 

abstract concept that exists without boundaries. But as a social construct, space situates language 

to a particular culture where certain spaces allow for specific mannerisms, linguistic attitudes, and 

vernacular attributes. And human bodies within space allow for the distinction through which 

language becomes actualized and the body’s habitus, borrowing from sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, 

assigns a set of dispositions that individuals acquire through socialization and experience 

(Bourdieu, 1989). These dispositions are not explicitly taught or consciously learned but become 

ingrained in individuals as they navigate and adapt to their social environment. In other words, 

when we encounter different spaces socially, by nature, we’re able to learn and acquire the rules 

of engagement of that space, and as it refers to language, if English or Zulu is predominant in a 

particular space, one must be able to adjust accordingly to speak and communicate effectively.  

Our understanding of social space, in the context of Bourdieu's work, refers to a conceptual 

framework that helps analyse and understand the social positions and relationships of individuals 

or groups within a given society.  

“We can compare social space to a geographic space within which regions are divided 

up. But this space is constructed in such a way that the closer the agents, groups or 
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institutions which are situated within this space, the more common properties they 

have; and the more distant, the fewer” (Bourdieu, 1989, p. 16) 

It represents the multidimensional field of social positions, where people and groups are located 

based on various forms of capital. And of Bourdieu's various forms of capital, symbolic power 

refers to the ability of dominant groups or institutions to impose and legitimize their values, norms, 

and beliefs on society, shaping people's perceptions and the possession of symbolic capital. The 

power to impose upon other minds a vision, old or new, of social divisions depends on the social 

authority acquired in previous struggles” (p. 23).   

In the context of xenophobia in South Africa, symbolic power plays heavily in the social 

construction of foreigners and attitudes towards these marginalized groups. It operates through 

symbolic systems, such as language, education, media, and cultural practices all of which spread 

the criminalisation of foreigners and dominance over migrant individuals is firstly identified 

through language and exerted if a person is deemed alien or outsider. These symbolic systems act 

as powerful tools to create and reinforce social distinctions, hierarchies, and inequalities.  

It's as though Bourdieu predicted how xenophobic perpetrators navigate themselves as agents of 

power to maintain social order and reproduce existing structures of domination. And so this 

understanding of social space where language biases and prejudice dominate certain spaces across 

the city of Johannesburg and impact the ability of foreign African nationals to navigate space offers 

an avenue to explore the interconnectedness of language (and all its accompanying features) and 

space and how migrant populations navigate this phenomenon.  
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To do so, the research will utilize narrative psychology. As narrative recognizes that the 

construction of personal narratives through the narrative approach will enable migrant individuals 

to create meaning from their experiences.  

Narratives serve as a means of re-enacting one's life for others, allowing them to share in the 

experiences through language, encompassing speech, mediums, gestures, and symbols (McAdams, 

2018). Narrative   allows us to capture individuals' lived experiences and personal stories, which 

will allow for a deeper understanding of the complexities and nuances of migrant experiences. 

The relevance of xenophobia research isn’t disputed and has in fact been studied extensively where 

historical and contemporary trends of xenophobia continue to be studied, others have investigated 

its underlying causes. And even further investigation highlighted discrimination rooted in Se-

Sotho-SeTwana and IsisZulu (Kgari-Masondo & Masondo, 2019). Visibility in this subject matter 

isn’t lacking however the narrative experiences of migrants around the impact that language plays 

within their respective contexts in the city of Johannesburg, the role of language and the spaces 

where language is used by these migrants has not been explored. It further draws from existing 

literature on migrant identity, xenophobia, belonging, and challenges of language in the South 

African context.  

1.3. Objective of study 

South Africa particularly Johannesburg is home to many African migrants who form part of several 

communities across the city, the narratives of migrants concerning language, space and identity 

have to be addressed. The study investigated the narratives of migrant youth and adults and 

reflected them as actors and active agents rather than passive beings. Many studies generalize the 

experiences of migrants and thus this report investigates the key factors that define these two 
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groups and possible similarities in experiences. The research question that will guide this study is: 

"How does language impact the experiences and navigation of migrant populations in the city of 

Johannesburg, specifically focusing on the role of language and its connection to space and 

identity?” 

Given the above, the questions which arise include: 

1. Is language specific to space? 

2. What is the experience of xenophobia among English-speaking migrants? 

3. Is language affluence relevant among migrants? 

4. What do their experiences tell us about migrants and the role of language?  

This study draws upon literature from the fields of linguistic studies and identity, establishing 

connections between these elements and emphasizing the pivotal role of space in shaping an 

environment that either facilitates integration or enforces exclusion. The identified metric 

supporting an individual's sense of belonging is language. Particularly within the context of 

migrants, this approach provides crucial insights into the strategies, motivating factors, and 

attitudes surrounding the phenomenon of xenophobia. By adopting a narrative thematic approach 

to this topic, the research aims to gain a deeper understanding of the individuals themselves and 

how they navigate the challenges of their existence in a country that not only subjects them to 

social targeting but also perpetuates racial segregation, despite shared similarities in skin colour. 
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Chapter 2 

2. Literature review  

Xenophobic violence has become a persistent and enduring issue in South Africa since the end of 

apartheid in 1994. Despite claims suggesting a decline in violence against foreign nationals 

following the large-scale outbreak in June 2008, the reality is that hostility towards outsiders 

remains pervasive (Mlilo & Misago, 2019). This ongoing hostility poses a serious threat to the 

lives and livelihoods of both foreign nationals and local communities. Threats of mob violence 

loom large, contributing to an atmosphere of fear and insecurity among both foreign nationals and 

residents. The perpetuation of such violence not only threatens the well-being of those directly 

affected but also undermines social cohesion and intergroup relations within the country (Mlilo & 

Misago, 2019). 

Intertwined with xenophobic perpetuation is the interplay of language and belonging, and who is 

othered and included. When it comes to language, South Africa has 11 official languages.  Of 

these, isiZulu is the most dominant. Within the South African context and arguably across the 

world, language functions as a boundary that marks the culture to which one belongs, and the 

people and social groups we identify with.  

The linguistic dynamics in the South African context are intriguing, as the historical significance 

of language dominance has profound implications. According to Kamwangamalu, (2001), the 

Nguni language family which includes isiZulu, isiXhosa, isiNdebele, and siSwati possesses 

distinct histories shaped by their interactions with other languages, including Khoisan, Afrikaans, 

and English. Nguni-speaking communities have migrated from central Africa and settled along the 
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eastern coast of South Africa since at least the 16th century. These settlements facilitated contact 

with the Khoisan people, whose languages, although largely extinct, have left linguistic influences 

on the Nguni languages (Kamwangamalu, 2001). Within the Nguni language family, there are two 

distinct groups: Zunda Nguni and Thekela Nguni. Zunda Nguni encompasses isiXhosa, isiZulu, 

and (Southern) isiNdebele, while Thekela Nguni includes siSwati and (Northern) isiNdebele 

(Kamwangamalu, 2001). Consequently, there is an argument as Kamwangamalu, (2001) shares 

that there is no linguistic basis to treat isiXhosa, isiZulu, siSwati, or isiNdebele as separate 

languages, as they could be regarded as a cluster of dialects. 

This idea of harmonisation has been contested and voted against given that it reduces the 

complexity and sociocultural identity assigned to each language. Given this, language serves as a 

marker of identity and a mechanism to establish and preserve boundaries. Through language, 

communities define and reinforce their unique cultural and social identities, creating a sense of 

belonging and unity within a group. 

The pervasive scapegoating of African migrants makes use of various devices such as behaviour, 

attitudes, and of course language. Language-based dehumanization reduces one's humanity but 

also appears to force a narrative that is of power and racial and linguistic superiority.  

2.1. The use of language to test and other 

To discuss this, I refer to the work of Sanders, 2016 in Learning Zulu: A Secret History of 

Language in South Africa. In his book, Sanders delves into how the historical and political 

dimensions of language, particularly isiZulu shape the experiences and lives of individuals within 

a multilingual society. The juxtaposition against which language contrasts dominant versus 

inferior groups is heavily burdened over the shoulders of migrants. In relation to the 2008 
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xenophobic events, some migrants were attacked, and others under threat of violence were forced 

to pronounce shibboleths in Zulu as a test to prove their South-African-ness.  During this period, 

the test “functioned as a password, not only for identity as indexed to language—and this identity 

was no longer ethnic but national” (Sanders, 2016, p. 8).  

In trying to assert difference, the use of Zulu phrases as linguistic tests initially appears to indicate 

that the xenophobe possesses something that the migrant does not, thereby justifying the migrant's 

expulsion (Sanders, 2016). However, supported by the theorists of relative deprivation, Sanders 

suggests that beneath this surface-level message lies a subtext revealing the xenophobe's fear of 

dispossession. Implying that the xenophobe might be expressing a reverse sentiment: "You have 

everything, I have nothing, so you must go" (Sanders, 2016, p. 12). While acknowledging that 

linguistic purism is distinct from the shibboleth, the author sees a connection between them. They 

question whether a broader understanding of learning and language acquisition could challenge 

and alleviate these zero-sum notions. By doing so, it may address the fear of losing exclusive 

possession of language, which is often associated with the perceived theft of language by others, 

particularly those labelled as outsiders or foreigners. 

Ironically, othering on the basis of language befalls the non-Zulu South Africans as well. The use 

of isiZulu tests fails to account for its local diversity. In June 2008, xenophobia resulted in what 

many media outlets described as “The 21st century Pencil Test” where migrants (and people who 

appeared “foreign”) were tested by armed mobs to demonstrate “their knowledge of obscure and 

archaic Zulu words” (Sanders, 2006, p. 115) to prove their South African-ness.  

In contemporary South Africa, the Zulu word "indololwane" (meaning elbow) serves as a 

shibboleth used to discriminate against Zimbabwean migrants and non-Zulu-speaking South 

Africans. This discrimination is predominantly carried out by mobs who believe that individuals 
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unable to pronounce this word correctly must be foreign nationals. In Sanders’ work, there are 

various accounts of discrimination based on language. Incidents in informal settlements in 

Johannesburg and across the country are highlighted, where individuals who do not speak Zulu, 

such as Shangaan, Venda, and Sotho speakers, are targeted and forced to leave their homes. 

Surprisingly, even South Africans who attempt to learn Zulu to assimilate better are accused and 

persecuted.  

In Kgari-Masondo & Masondo (2019) the authors’ study centres on how SeSotho-SeTswana and 

IsiZulu, among other indigenous languages, contribute to the discrimination against African 

foreign nationals by identifying them as the "undesirable other". The authors contend that these 

languages contain antisocial aspects such as idioms, and dictions that dehumanize individuals 

based on various socio-cultural markers, such as race, class, ethnicity, place of origin, and others, 

thus fostering discrimination against them (Kgari-Masondo & Masondo, 2019). Further 

highlighting how some values of Ubuntu can carry traits of anti-language, citing, "The 

contradiction in the values of Ubuntu lies in the fact that it emphasises interconnectedness while 

it also promulgates discrimination" (p. 94). Such that focusing on the aspects of discrimination 

within Ubuntu and the Batswana culture, in Setswana, people are classified as mo-ba (motho-

batho) if they are considered fully human, while they are classified as Le-Ma if they are deemed 

less than human. This classification can be based on factors such as race, economics, and 

sometimes ethnicity. For instance, a Nigerian might be referred to as Le-Nigeria if they are seen 

as an outsider and not from South Africa, but such Le-Nigeria can be classified as mo-ba if they 

exhibit traits associated with humanness. 

Language attributes as observed in ama Zulu and Batswana have expressions that have been 

observed to be exclusionary and discriminatory (Kgari-Masondo & Masondo, 2019). For instance, 



 20 

the concept of Umuntu/Motho is “accorded to insiders” (p. 95) based on factors like race, class, 

and ethnic group, which effectively excludes and dehumanizes those considered as the "other” 

(Kgari-Masondo & Masondo, 2019). Kgari-Masondo & Masondo, (2019) articulates borrowing 

from Praeg that Ubuntu is a complex and multifaceted concept that requires deeper exploration, 

particularly within the postcolonial context. 

The phenomenon of using language as a tool of discrimination brings to the forefront the complex 

and shifting dynamics within the context of language learning and identity. Language learning has 

long been associated with the acquisition of knowledge, cultural exchange, and personal growth. 

In addition to highlighting how language can be manipulated to establish "in-groups" and exclude 

those who do not fit linguistic norms or conventions.  

2.2. A closer look at xenophobia and language 

The discourse of xenophobia is linked to several marginalization, discrimination or simply human 

rights violations of various foreign groups globally. In South Africa, the experience of xenophobia 

is an even greater concept given the implicit derogatory intention that reads between the lines of 

being categorized as other but also as a complex "us" vs "them" mentality. Mngomezulu and Dube 

(2019) write that "the term ‘xenophobia’ has been used so loosely that it has lost its actual 

meaning” (p. 67). Additionally, Mngomezulu and Dube (2019, p. 71) argue that xenophobia is 

inter-ethnic and "draws a clear distinction between what is deemed ‘original’ and what is perceived 

as ‘foreign’ ethnic groups" (p. 71). 

 As xenophobic rhetoric persists in perpetuating discriminatory ideals, the use of derogatory labels 

such as such as "makwerekwere"(a derogatory term referring to foreigners”, "amagundwane" (an 

insult referring to someone as a rat) to describe African migrants in South Africa among many 
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others to describe African migrants in the country has led to waves of violent attacks resulting in 

loss of life and property. It can be argued that these derogatory terms equate the label of "foreigner" 

with disgust and hostility towards African migrants.  

This research further contends that understanding the perspectives of migrants through narrative 

exploration expands knowledge around migrant identity and offers a closer interpersonal 

connection between their reality and the socio-political influences of what is communicated about 

migrant identity and belonging. By considering the narratives of language-based discrimination as 

well as sociolinguistic distinctions such as accent, migrant identity becomes humanized. It 

recognizes the significance of language in shaping perceptions, attitudes, and experiences of 

migrants within the host community. By emphasizing the human aspect of the migrant identity, 

the research contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of the impact of language on their 

sense of belonging and integration. 

2.3. Unpacking identity and belonging 

Fanon’s seminal text “Black Skin, White Masks” published in 1952 makes the case that colonized 

people internalize the inferiority the colonizer imposes on them, leading to a sense of self-hatred 

and internalized racism (Fanon, 2008). Taking Fanon's argument into context, the construct of 

xenophobia is widely acknowledged in literature to encompass attitudes, prejudices, and actions 

that reject, exclude, and vilify individuals based on their perceived outsider or foreigner status 

within a community, society, or national identity. It can be argued that identity for the perpetrators 

of xenophobia has become skewed thus the desire to assert who belongs and who does not lead to 

the creation of arbitrary distinctions and exclusionary practices. Yuval-Davis (2006) defines 

belonging as “emotional attachment, about feeling ‘at home’…about feeling ‘safe’” (p. 197) which 
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grants individuals a sense of purpose and function within a particular system. Identities also have 

the capacity to exclude and abject, leaving certain individuals outside, as noted by Hall (2000). In 

hindsight, this desire stems from a need to establish social boundaries and maintain a sense of 

identity and superiority within certain groups. Yuval-Davis (2006) highlights that membership or 

lack of membership in a particular group and one's position within these groups deeply affects 

interpersonal relationships. From this, it can be deduced that social groups are not simply 

collections of individuals who share common characteristics, but rather are structured around 

power relations, with some groups enjoying more privilege and status than others. In the context 

of xenophobia in South Africa, the social groupings of African migrants and South African-born 

individuals of African descent are deeply entrenched in power relations that shape interpersonal 

relationships. The language used in communication is one way in which membership and 

belonging in these groups is signalled, and it can have significant impacts on the dynamics of 

interpersonal relationships.  

Furthermore, Yuval-Davis (2006) introduces the idea of studying the construction of identities and 

emotional attachments, particularly in relation to belonging to certain groupings such as ethnic, 

racial, national, cultural, or religious ones. Yuval-Davies argues that identities are narratives that 

people tell themselves and others, and that these narratives can shift and change. Hall, (2000) 

maintains that identity is a product of social and cultural forces, rather than something fixed or 

essential to individuals. 

Hall’s theory of identification essentially is a process of recognition and alignment with cultural 

practices, symbols, and values, which allows individuals to locate themselves within a particular 

social and cultural context (Hall, 2000). The emotional components of people's constructions of 

themselves and their identities become more central when they feel threatened or less secure.  



 23 

Hall goes on to say that belonging has “performative dimension” in other words it is enacted 

through behaviour and practices, rather than being a fixed trait. (Yuval- Davis, 2006, p. 203).  

2.4. Bourdieu’s Cultural Capital as it relates to language 

 

Bourdieu's (1986) concept of cultural capital is a crucial theoretical tool that is used to analyse the 

distribution of power and resources in society. He identifies three main types of capital: economic, 

social, and cultural (Bourdieu, 1986). Cultural capital, a resource that can be used to gain social 

status and influence, is most relevant to the discussion of language herein. Each of these forms of 

capital represents a distinct resource that individuals can use to navigate the social and economic 

structures of society. In terms of language, cultural capital can refer to a person's ability to use 

language effectively and appropriately in different social contexts. For example, someone who is 

fluent in the language of power and authority, such as the language used in academic and 

professional settings, may have an advantage in these environments over someone who is not as 

proficient. 

Moreover, the way in which language is used can also reflect cultural capital. Certain language 

styles, accents, and dialects may be perceived as more prestigious than others, depending on the 

social context. As such it is inferred that, standard English may be considered more prestigious in 

academic and professional settings than a regional dialect or a non-native speaker's version of 

English (Cele, 2021). 

In Bourdieu's theory, those who possess cultural capital are more likely to succeed in society and 

have greater access to social and economic opportunities, while those who lack cultural capital 

may face barriers to success. Therefore, language proficiency and knowledge of language norms 
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and expectations can play an important role in the accumulation and transmission of cultural 

capital. 

In the post-apartheid South Africa, tensions have arisen between indigenous African languages 

and English; the latter is often perceived as a language associated with the "white man" and 

dominance in mainstream culture. This argument is supported by Cele (2021) who analyzed how 

language policy has perpetuated the dominance of English rather than fostering the development 

of African languages.  

Language hierarchies often aligned with race and class are institutionalized through systems such 

as education and the market economy, shaping access to power and opportunities (Bradbury, 

2019). In the post-colonial context of South Africa, English, as a language associated with power, 

education, and social mobility, can also be a source of struggle and challenge for black individuals 

(Cele, 2021). Therefore, an individual's cultural capital in relation to language, shaped by their 

linguistic competence, access to resources, and recognition, may significantly impact their ability 

to succeed and gain advantage in South African society. The degree to which an individual's 

linguistic background aligns with the linguistic norms and expectations of South African society 

may also play a role in their success in navigating different social contexts.  

2.5. Media portrayal 

South African media portrayal of foreigners, particularly in the context of migration is critical. It 

reveals that the language used by mainstream media contributes to the scapegoating of migrants, 

often labelling them as "illegal." This choice of words perpetuates stereotypes and prejudices about 

foreigners. “Media coverage of migration has the ability to influence public opinion on migrants 

in general and stereotypes on migrants in particular” (Tarisayi & Manik, 2020, p. 5). In the South 
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African context, media representations of migrants and foreigners likely follow similar patterns. 

They may employ language that portrays migrants in a negative light, reinforcing notions of being 

"undesirable" (Tarisayi & Manik, 2020). The coverage may also emphasize the scale of migration, 

potentially exaggerating it and framing it as an invasion. Certain media narratives in South Africa 

frame immigrants as “illegal immigrants”, “undocumented” or a “dangerous threat” and foreign-

owned shops as “fronts to conceal drug-dealing and other illicit activities” (Tarisayi & Manik, 

2020, p. 57 & alien figures (Pineteh, 2017). When xenophobic violence erupted in 2008 and 

2015/2016, the media was accused of complicity; and labelled as an "agent provocateur" that 

contributed to the escalation of tensions and violence (Pineteh, 2017). 

Such media portrayals have a profound impact on public opinion and the formulation of migration-

related policies. They shape perceptions of foreigners, influence attitudes towards migrants, and 

contribute to the development of policies that may be exclusionary as they promote 

“sensationalism, anti-immigrant sentiment” (Tarisayi & Manik, 2020). In the research by Pineteh, 

(2017), the study examines how public messages about foreigners and xenophobia in post-

apartheid South Africa have contributed to recurring attacks on African migrants. These narratives 

are influenced by the country's economic and psychosocial challenges and shape South Africans' 

perceptions of African migrants (Pineteh, 2017). The representation of Africans in the media 

reinforces anti-foreigner sentiments and affects social inclusion and exclusion dynamics (Pineteh, 

2017). When addressing the violence, political narratives often frame xenophobia within a 

historical discourse of the liberation movement. 
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Chapter 3 

3. Methodology 

In this investigation, a qualitative methodology was used to delve into the experiences of migrants 

residing in Johannesburg, particularly considering the nuanced interplay of space and language in 

the context of xenophobia. The study sought to comprehend how language and space intersect 

within the migrant group sample population, with a subsequent analysis of their implications on 

the identity formation of migrants. Utilizing the qualitative approach of narrative thematic analysis 

facilitated a focused exploration of the subjective understanding of the migrants' lives. In this 

research report, it is imperative to highlight that all participant names have been replaced with 

pseudonyms to ensure the confidentiality and anonymity of the individuals involved in the 

research. These pseudonyms have been carefully selected to safeguard the identities of the original 

research participants. 

The research design allowed for a comprehensive examination of the participants' experiences as 

they grappled with the intricacies of being perceived as an "other" within predominantly black 

spaces and their respective communities. The exploration delved into the relationship between 

space and language, probing deeper into elements of integration within communities, daily living, 

the influence of language on assimilation, and the factors within space that either impede or foster 

a sense of belonging among migrants. The analytical framework drew upon narrative thematic 

analysis, as articulated by Riessman (2008), emphasizing the preservation of a story's integrity 

rather than isolating component themes. 
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Data for the study was gathered through semi-structured interviews, concentrating on capturing 

the subjective experiences of both youth and older migrant participants. Just as her work Reissman 

(2003, p. 332) underscores the significance of research and clinical material, particularly when 

participants (referred to as informants in the chapter) convey the details of their experiences 

through storytelling. Rather than assuming an objective viewpoint, Reissman advocates for 

acknowledging and valuing the participant's positionality and subjectivity in the narrative process. 

This chosen method of narrative exploration through the semi-structured interviewing process 

deviated from the initially proposed participatory research with focus groups due to unforeseen 

issues encountered at the research site. On the other hand, the motivation behind using the 

interview approach is that firstly, “interviews or surveys are … inadequate for accessing the 

intangible aspects of social life and the range of complex feelings underlying participants’ attitudes 

and experiences” (Walker & Oliveira, 2020, p. 191) and secondly, the interpersonal frame of one-

on-one interviews emphasises the opportunity for shared experience and foregrounds their 

experiences in a way that reveals a sense of empathy and sensibility— which is essential for 

migrant populations.  

The envisioned research method, rooted in the participatory research (PR) process and originally 

designed to involve focus groups, experienced an unanticipated deviation. Unfortunately, the 

intended approach of conducting collaborative research and engaging participants to increase 

agency through focus groups was not realized. As a result, the data collection process shifted 

towards a semi-structured interview format. The adoption of a semi-structured interview format 

facilitated storytelling in a more interpersonal manner, creating a conducive environment for the 

formation of empathy across diverse social locations (Reissman, 2003). This collaborative process 

of storytelling highlights the intricate interaction between the protagonist and the listener or in this 



 28 

case researcher (Reissman, 2003). The acknowledgement of a participant's desire to be heard 

underscores the importance of providing a platform for individual voices which was facilitated by 

the one-on-one semi-structured interviewing process. Reissman’s reference to “the cultural 

milieux—historical contexts essential to interpretation” emphasizes the need to situate narratives 

within the broader socio-cultural framework (Reissman, 2003, p.333). 

Situated within the sociocultural framework of this research, various factors, including 

participants' socioeconomic status and constraints related to site resources, impeded the feasibility 

of an onsite interviewing process. In response to practical challenges arising from limitations in 

funding and participant availability, a strategic modification in the interview format became 

imperative. Consequently, the interviewing process shifted to an online format, initially conducted 

via Zoom and later transitioning to WhatsApp calls. This shift was deemed more pragmatic due to 

the contextual constraints associated with data acquisition and the challenges participants faced in 

navigating the use of Zoom. Despite this adjustment in data collection methods, methodological 

coherence was maintained through the use of narrative thematic analysis for subsequent 

examination. 

To conduct the research, two distinct groups within the Three2Six migrant community at Sacred 

Heart College were identified. The first group comprised young alumni of the Three2Six program, 

aged between 18 and 25, while the second group consisted of older migrant women, aged 35 and 

above, participating in English classes provided by the organization. The decision to explore these 

groups was motivated by various factors, including the intrinsic necessity of language for survival 

in Johannesburg.  

Despite the unforeseen deviation in the data collection process, the study maintains its commitment 

to prioritizing the needs and voices of participants, relying on community inputs for knowledge 
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production. The unique challenges and advantages presented by both groups contribute to the 

complexity of the investigation, with young migrants benefiting from age and opportunities for 

integration, while the older migrant population grapples with challenges associated with age, 

experience, and the limitations posed by these dichotomies. 

 

3.1. Narrative methodology 

The narrative is considered a rich source of information that can reveal not only the explicit details 

of the events being recounted but also the underlying perspectives, emotions, and cultural contexts 

that shape the narrative. This form of analysis recognizes the narrative as a complex and multi-

layered entity deserving meticulous examination to unravel its inherent complexities and 

implications. 

Early studies of narrative analysis introduces many scholars including William Labov. Labov's 

model of thematic analysis views language as social behaviour and takes a focus on the formal and 

functional aspects of the simplest form of narrative, which is the oral version of personal 

experience (Johnstone, 2016). Labov and Waletzky both developed a formal structural framework 

that breaks down narratives into components such as abstract, orientation, complicating action, 

evaluation, and coda (Johnstone, 2016). 

The Labovian model emphasizes the importance of evaluating the linguistic and rhetorical 

resources embedded within storytelling, shedding light on how narratives are structured and 

designed for audiences interacting with one another. However, the model fails to consider the 

social aspect of how interactions with an audience influence the performance of narratives, as noted 
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by Johnstone (2016) who points out the absence of consideration for the "details about the 

interactional context" (p. 550).  

As a result, although the model has been instrumental in shaping the contextual features in oral 

storytelling, the model is considered "monologic" (Johnstone, 2016), p. 550). As such since its 

inception, this type of discourse analysis has been refined to pay close attention to what the narrator 

or storyteller is communicating, but also to the function of social processes such as "identity 

formation and the discursive construction of evidence, morality, community, temporality, and 

place" (Johnstone, 2016), p. 551). 

Another theorist whose contributions shaped the field of narrative discourse analysis was Jerome 

Bruner. He argued that as human beings, we make sense of our world through stories and therefore 

narratives shape our thought processes, social reality and identity (Monteagudo, 2011). 

As the research and practice landscape increasingly embraced narrative approaches (referred to as 

the narrative turn), Bruner's scholarly contributions gained recognition and influence within the 

realm of psychology (Monteagudo, 2011). Bruner's work underscores the significance of 

individual cognition and social engagements, particularly as the concept of community emerges 

(Monteagudo, 2011). Throughout his scholarly journey, Bruner recognized the pivotal role of 

cultural influences in shaping, constructing, and transmitting human experiences, and therefore 

attributing significance to the diverse narratives that facilitate social interactions and the 

negotiation of social spaces (Monteagudo, 2011). As his focus shifted towards narrative, language, 

and the evolution of storytelling to gain insights into the perspectives of others, his attention was 

drawn to the importance of speech and orality (Monteagudo, 2011). This aspect is intricately linked 

to the dynamics of expression, negotiation, and communication (Monteagudo, 2011). Such 
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exploration aids individuals in comprehending their own identities and, consequently, enhances 

their understanding of others, fostering enriched interpersonal interactions. 

In addition, narratives have the potential to connect past events with potential future outcomes, 

and Bruner terms this theory subjunctivization which is essentially the process of crafting 

alternatives within narratives (Monteagudo, 2011). He emphasizes the critical role of 

autobiography in psychology and draws a link to culture, noting that cultural influences provide 

cognitive and linguistic frameworks that shape our narrative construction (Monteagudo, 2011). 

Consequently, the formation of the self-persona is influenced by environmental conditions and 

contextual factors, evolving through the stories it generates and shares, ultimately, this process 

aids in the exploration of self and identity (Monteagudo, 2011). 

Within the realm of narrative studies, the analytical exploration extends beyond the mere content 

to which language refers (Reissman, 2003). The focus shifts towards understanding the various 

forms employed in narrating experiences. This prompts an inquiry into the underlying motivations 

shaping the storytelling approach, as exemplified by Reissman’s question “Why was the story told 

that way?” published in 1993 (Reissman, 2003, p. 333).  

In Reissman's 2003 publication, she discerns three distinctive forms of narrative for analysis, each 

representing a unique perspective on storytelling (Reissman, 2003). The first encompasses entire 

life stories, amalgamating autobiographical material (Reissman, 2003). This first tradition speaks 

to the richness and complexity of an individual's overarching narrative. It implies a holistic view 

that integrates various life events into a cohesive narrative structure, offering insights into the 

broader context of a person's experiences. In contrast, the second tradition involves a more 

constrained concept of personal narrative, referring to succinct, topically specific stories organized 

around characters, settings, and plots. These discrete stories, organized around characters, settings, 
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and plots, reveal the capacity of individuals to distil specific aspects of their experiences into 

distinct narratives. The analysis of such stories, as exemplified by Labov's work on inner-city 

violence, underscores the value of studying common structures across bounded narratives, 

shedding light on recurrent themes within specific contexts.  

The third tradition that this research borrows from is where personal narrative extends to large 

sections of talk and interview exchanges, introducing a dynamic dimension (Reissman, 2003). 

Here, narratives are not isolated events but instead form an evolving series framed within the 

context of ongoing interactions. This approach captures the fluidity and adaptability of narratives 

as they unfold throughout interviews, revealing the reciprocal influence between the interviewer 

and the narrator (Reissman, 2003). The shift from discrete stories to an evolving series underscores 

the dynamic and interactive nature of narrative analysis, offering a comprehensive understanding 

of how stories emerge and develop within the context of human interaction. 

As such the methodology described in this research follows a similar trajectory of analysis which 

Reissman describes in her 2003 publication drawn from the work of Mishler in Storylines: 

Craftartists' Narratives of Identity a book published in 1999. The key features of consideration for 

narrative analysis of this research revolve around a thorough examination and exclusive reliance 

on meticulously detailed interview excerpts. Central to this approach is an emphasis on the 

"attention to structural features of discourse," (Reissman, 2033, p. 334) highlighting the 

importance of scrutinizing the inherent linguistic and narrative structures embedded within the 

interview transcripts. Additionally, the analysis delves into the co-production of narratives through 

the dynamic “dialogic exchange” between the interviewer and participant (Reissman, 2033, p. 

334). This underscores the interactive nature of storytelling, acknowledging that narratives are not 

solely the product of individual reflection but are co-constructed within the interview context. 
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Moreover, a distinctive aspect is the adoption of a “comparative approach to interpreting the 

similarities and differences among participants' life stories" (Reissman, 2033, p. 334). This 

comparative lens allows for the identification of recurring themes, patterns, and variations, 

contributing to a more nuanced understanding of how individual narratives align or diverge within 

a given context. These key features collectively underscore the depth and complexity involved in 

narrative analysis, emphasizing the significance of detailed examination, attention to structural 

nuances, and an awareness of the collaborative nature of narrative production during the interview 

process.  

As the process of analysis unfolds, the process of identity formation emerges through the life 

stories brought about by the interviews. In Storylines: Craftartists' Narratives of Identity, Mishler 

(1999) presents a significant shift in the conceptualization of identity by proposing a definition 

that moves beyond individualistic and static frameworks. The author introduces the idea of identity 

as a “collective term”, emphasizing the “dynamic organization of sub-identities” (Mishler, 1999, 

p. 23). In other words, identity is a collective term, involving different parts of oneself that can 

change over time. Mishler emphasizes understanding identity as an ongoing process of formation, 

rather than a set idea linked to stages (Mishler, 1999). This shift in focus shows a commitment to 

viewing identity as continually evolving, not a fixed state at specific times. This conceptualization 

acknowledges the fluid nature of identity, recognizing that different facets of one's identity may 

come into conflict or alignment with each other over time. As it pertains to this research, the 

observation remains consistent across the interviews. Despite the diverse contexts and occurrences 

in which the ideas of migrants' experiences are presented, collectively, they contribute to the 

formation of a holistic sense of self. 
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The framework that comes from analysing the study's phases becomes a useful tool for 

understanding the complexities of identity research. It addresses problems in how we study and 

theorize about identity, uncovering details about how people handle their identities over time 

(Mishler, 1999). Essentially, Mishler's work sets the stage for a more detailed and process-oriented 

exploration of identity, considering how life experiences shape individuals' multifaceted identities. 

3.2. Research questions 

The central research question is "How does language impact the experiences and navigation of 

migrant populations in the city of Johannesburg, specifically focusing on the role of language and 

its connection to space and identity?”  

3.3. Participants  

Three2Six, a non-profit organization established in 2008, works tirelessly to transform into a full-

fledged school, catering to the needs of refugee and migrant children with limited access to 

education in South Africa (Three2Six, n.d.). The primary objective of the organization is to offer 

quality education and support to these children, assisting them in overcoming challenges arising 

from their status and circumstances. The after-school programs provided by Three2Six encompass 

academic assistance, English language classes, as well as extracurricular activities like sports and 

arts (Three2Six, n.d.). 

The organization strives to achieve several goals, including promoting the academic development 

of the children, improving their social and emotional well-being, and preparing them for 

integration into mainstream schools. Alongside academic growth, Three2Six endeavours to create 

a safe and nurturing learning environment that encourages personal and academic growth while 

respecting and preserving the children's cultural identities and heritage. 
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Three2Six serves children from diverse backgrounds, including refugees, asylum seekers, and 

migrants from countries like Somalia, Zimbabwe, Burundi, Cameroon, and the Democratic 

Republic of Congo. The organization recognizes the significant challenges these children face, 

such as language barriers, poverty, and social isolation, and aims to provide the necessary support 

to help them overcome these obstacles and thrive. 

To achieve its objectives, Three2Six employs a team of qualified migrant teachers and volunteers 

who work closely with the children, offering individualized support and attention. The 

organization also collaborates with mainstream schools to facilitate a smooth transition for the 

children into formal education. Three2Six remains dedicated to providing quality education and 

support to refugee and migrant children, enabling them to reach their full potential and create a 

brighter future for themselves and their communities. 

This research primarily utilized purposive and snowball sampling methods to access participants 

(Elfil and Negida, 2007; Turner, 2020). Purposive sampling is a non-random sampling technique 

where participants are chosen based on specific characteristics relevant to the research objectives 

(Turner, 2020). In the context of this study, purposive sampling was employed to target individuals 

with particular characteristics deemed crucial to the research focus. The selection process was 

intentional, focusing on members of the Three2Six program, which comprises two distinct groups 

– young alumni aged 18 to 25 and older migrant women aged 30 to 50. The methodology employed 

facilitated the deliberate inclusion of participants with diverse backgrounds and experiences, 

aligning with the study's objectives to investigate the distinct challenges and perspectives within 

these specified groups. 

The decision to include older migrant and alumni youth from the Three2Six program in the study 

stems from two main motivations. Firstly, it allows for a more comprehensive understanding of 
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the experiences and challenges faced by migrants at different life stages. By incorporating both 

older and younger individuals, valuable insights into diverse perspectives and unique 

circumstances can be gained. 

Secondly, this approach provides an opportunity to explore inter-generational dynamics within 

migrant communities. Examining the relationships, support systems, and cultural transmission 

between different age groups can shed light on the intricate connections that shape migrant 

communities. 

As the research progressed, the sampling strategy evolved to include snowball sampling. Snowball 

sampling is a non-probability sampling method where existing participants refer or introduce 

potential participants to the study (Elfil and Negida, 2007; Turner, 2020). In this case, individuals 

who had already shown interest in the research by signing consent forms became instrumental in 

expanding the participant pool. These initial participants, considered as seeds, played a crucial role 

in referring others who might fit the study criteria. This approach is particularly useful in studies, 

such as this, where the target population is challenging to access directly or when the population 

shares common characteristics. By leveraging existing participants' networks, I was able to tap 

into a broader range of perspectives and experiences related to the research topic, enriching the 

study with a more diverse set of voices and insights. 

Selected participants had to meet specific criteria, which included: 

i. Participants had to be migrants who were nationals outside of South Africa. 

ii. Two groups were identified: alumni of the Three2Six program aged 18 to 25, and adult 

migrants aged 30-50. 

iii. Migrant adults had to be involved in the Three2Six English Classes Program. 
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iv. All participants needed to be affiliated with Three2Six. 

As it pertains to access, the first group (the alumni/youth group) met in person after my 

involvement in a workshop hosted by Three2Six. Following the site’s workshop session attempts 

to organize a focus group were hindered by logistical limitations, prompting a shift to semi-

structured interviews. Unfortunately, the interviews had to be conducted online due to constraints. 

While some initial participants in the youth group followed through, reaching migrant adults 

became challenging. The course coordinator granted access to the Three2Six English classes 

group, allowing me to reach out to members individually. The key aspect of this approach was the 

inclusion of new participants (whom I didn’t previously have any contact with) due to the three-

month rotation of English classes. Among the interested individuals, one male member expressed 

interest, altering the initial plan of having all women adult participants. 

During the initial site visit, it was evident that the majority of migrant adult women primarily spoke 

French. Recognizing the importance of effective communication, I, being fluent in French, ensured 

the consent form was bilingual, with a translated version of the original English document. 

Given the shift to semi-structured interviews, I contacted 12 potential participants in each group, 

resulting in five participants in the youth group and six in the adult group who contributed to the 

study. The sample size in each group supports in-depth case-oriented analysis, focusing on data 

with richly textured information relevant to the study (Vasileiou et al., 2018). Collectively, the 

total sample size provides rich data for a better contrast between the two groups, facilitating a 

comparative analysis of their differences and similarities. 
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Table 1: Profile of participants 

The names presented in the table are strictly pseudonyms. 

Participant Age Occupation Gender Country of 

origin 

Date and 

duration in 

South 

Africa 

Youth group 

Ernest 21-25 Teacher M Rwanda 15-20 

Lester 21-25 Not disclosed M Burundi 15-20 

Justin 21-25 Production 

intern 

M DR Congo 10-15 

Jessica 21-25 Promoter F DR Congo 10-15 

Chris 18-21 Not disclosed M Republic of 

Congo 

10-15 

Adult group 

Lydia 30-35 Not disclosed F Zimbabwe 15-20 

Julia 35-40 Unemployed F DR Congo 10-15 

Timothy 30-35 Works in a 

research 

company 

M DR Congo 10-15 

Grace 35-40 Not disclosed F Zimbabwe 5-7 

Sarah 26-30 Unemployed F DR Congo 1-5 years 

Lisa 30-35 Not disclosed F Zimbabwe 10-15 
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3.4. Data collection 

Upon commencing the data collection phase of my research, I encountered logistical challenges at 

the designated site that significantly affected my ability to coordinate and schedule appointments 

with participants for conducting focus groups. 

The challenges were multifaceted, including issues with transportation costs for bringing 

participants to the site for focus group sessions, as well as the provision of beverages or food during 

the sessions. These unforeseen obstacles impeded the initiation of the research process, especially 

since there was no provision for remuneration or incentives for participant involvement, relying 

instead on the site's commitment to supporting the hosting of the initial two sessions. 

Despite extensive discussions and efforts to address these challenges, it became apparent that 

participants were becoming hesitant due to uncertainties surrounding transportation logistics. 

Complicating matters, both participant groups—the alumni of the Three2Six program and the adult 

group involved in the research—posed scheduling challenges, given their status as adults with 

varied commitments. 

At this juncture, it became evident that the alumni could only convene on specific occasions 

organized by the program, while the adult English classes operated on a three-month cycle. This 

temporal misalignment meant that by the time I sought to conduct the sessions, those who had 

initially expressed interest had either concluded or were nearing the end of their three-month 

English classes. I learned of this scheduling mismatch late in the process, as the coordinator 

informed me well into my struggle for accessibility. 

Moreover, after three months, arranging new English classes presented logistical challenges for 

the coordinator, involving the recruitment of a new teacher, determining suitable time slots, and 
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addressing transportation concerns. This uncertainty meant that the coordinator could not provide 

a clear indication of when I could meet and recruit the new set of adult members for the English 

classes. 

Despite attempting various avenues to address the logistical challenges and communicating the 

lack of funding for unforeseen expenses, I had to pivot from the initially proposed focus groups to 

individual interviews. Recognizing the near impossibility of getting participants to meet in person, 

I opted to conduct individual sessions via Zoom or WhatsApp calls, depending on participants' 

preferences. This decision was crucial, given the absence of incentives and my inability to cover 

data costs, allowing participants to choose the platform that suited them and mitigating this 

foreseeable challenge. 

Interestingly, I found that both alumni and younger participants were receptive to Zoom sessions. 

To streamline the scheduling process, I implemented a Calendly schedule to arrange and book time 

slots, a strategy that also proved effective with the older adult group. 

Reconnecting with previously recruited participants required persistent efforts and persuasion, but 

I successfully reached some individuals from both groups. Facing a shortage of participants, I 

sought assistance from those already recruited to refer me to other alumni. Additionally, I enlisted 

the coordinator's help, allowing me to join the English group and seek permission to message its 

members individually. 

An intriguing observation emerged as I engaged with the new set of English class members: the 

presence of male participants, a deviation from the predominantly female composition of the 

previous group. While my initial focus was on female participants, word spread, leading male 
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members to express interest in participating, adding an unexpected yet interesting dimension to 

the research. 

3.5. Data analysis  

The thematic narrative analysis method described by Riessman, (2008) was used to systematically 

study the data collected, allowing for the formulation of robust arguments and analysis centred 

around the central research question.  

Thematic narrative analysis integrates elements from both thematic analysis and narrative analysis 

focussing on the events and cognitions conveyed through language, specifically the content of 

speech (Riessman, 2008). It examines the "how," "to whom," and "for what purposes" of narratives 

(Riessman, 2008, p. 84). Riessman (2008) presents four aspects to consider when analysing 

narratives: the use of narrative concepts, the construction of data into analysable text with attention 

to language and form, the unit of analysis or focus in each investigation, and the researcher's 

consideration of contexts ranging from local to societal (micro and macro) (p. 84). 

Reissman (2008) provides exemplars to facilitate the researcher's adoption of this analytic 

approach, which I will be implementing in my study. The process begins with immersing oneself 

in the narratives to obtain a contextual understanding. It is followed by identifying key elements 

within individual narratives and exploring how these themes contribute to the overall meaning of 

the narrative. Unlike grounded theory, which identifies codes across cases, narrative analysis 

“keeps a story ‘intact’” (p.137) therefore preserving the integrity of the story by theorizing from 

the individual case instead of fragmenting it into component themes or categories (Riessman, 

2008).  
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Thematic narrative analysis is then approached in two ways. Firstly, it involves grounding the data 

in a specific focus, which is particularly beneficial for biographical narratives. By identifying 

recurring patterns, topics, or issues as themes within the narratives, analysis becomes focused. 

Secondly, thematic narrative analysis can be conducted by examining specific criteria and 

investigating the collective narratives that align with these criteria. The choice of approach is 

dependent on the type of data produced although both require that theoretical and empirical 

understanding in the analytical process is implemented. A key advantage of this approach is that 

it allows the interpretation of generated themes as a cohesive whole, rather than fragmented codes 

(Riessman, 2008). This enables the researcher to map out the interpretive process, considering its 

origins and purposes (Riessman, 2008). 

Essentially, thematic narrative analysis is not interested “in the form of the narrative” but rather in 

its thematic meanings and “point” (Riessman, 2008, p.96) thus “Interrogating the particular 

language a speaker selects is not relevant to their purpose” because its focus “is on the act the 

narrative reports and the moral of the story” (Riessman, 2008, p.96). 

3.6. Ethical consideration  

In consideration of the inclusion of youth participants, the research prioritized ethical practices in 

protecting the identities of all involved. According to the HREC (Non-Medical) Risk level 

categories, the study fell under the low-risk category, with foreseeable risks including discomfort 

and sensitivity related to questions asked during workshops or audience participation. These 

questions included everyday life, race experiences, xenophobia, and living conditions. Ethical 

clearance (protocol number: MAPSYC/23/03) for the research was provided by the University of 

Witwatersrand's non-medical Ethical Committee (See appendix D). 
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Regarding the research site, as per the initiation into the site, before beginning the data collection 

process, the researcher built a rapport with potential participants under supervision of the site 

coordinator as advised by the site director. Once ethical clearance from the university was granted, 

conditions to recruit the participants under official capacity and conduct the research were adhered 

to, and protocols in accordance with the governance of research at the Three2Six program were 

followed accordingly. This was achieved by gaining a clearance letter from the Three2Six site 

director (See appendix E) prior to starting the data collection process. 

In order to ensure the ethical and responsible conduct of the study, all participants were provided 

with hard and digital copies of the consent form and participation information sheet. For French 

speaking participant, direct translation of the English consent form and the participation 

information sheet was provided (See appendix A). The signed consent forms appear in appendix 

B of this document and the participation information sheet appears in appendix C. This 

requirement was put in place due to the sensitive nature of the study, which involved the 

exploration of personal narratives. Following the principal guidelines, the researcher ensured the 

ongoing preservation of individual confidentiality, even after obtaining the data (Braun & Clarke, 

2006). In the narrative research approach, participants were asked to share their personal accounts 

of how they came to South Africa, and this was observed with utmost respect and consideration of 

the sensitivity of their stories. 

The researcher acknowledged those risks and committed to safeguarding all digital data in 

password-secured files and stored in the NEST archives. Another safeguarding measure was to 

limit access to the data, allowing only authorized individuals involved in the research project to 

have access, and their access was granted based on their roles and responsibilities. 
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Audio recordings were solely used for the study's purpose to draw transcriptions. In addition, rules 

of confidentiality and anonymity were adhered to as closely as possible by using pseudonyms in 

the transcriptions (See appendix F) and written findings included in this report. This ensures that 

the participants’ real identities which appear in the consent forms cannot be connected back to 

written form of this study. In this regard, data anonymity was observed by being wary of personally 

identifiable information within the collected data to ensure that individuals could not be identified. 

Anonymity was carefully implemented by the use of pseudonyms instead of using their real names 

during discussions and data analysis. In cases where personally identifiable narratives arose, 

participants were encouraged to share these privately with the researcher, allowing confidentiality 

to be honoured as much as possible. For the purposes of possible future research, the data collected 

was also kept and stored securely for future secondary analysis. 

3.7. Confidentiality 

The participants' anonymity was preserved through the use of pseudonyms in this research report 

and subsequent publications. To secure the collected data, both paper and digital interview files 

are stored in password-protected files accessible only to the researcher and the respective 

supervisor. Transcriptions will also be archived in the NEST archives for potential future research 

purposes. Participants were informed of these measures and provided with resources for 

psychological counselling and mentorship if needed, particularly for those who shared challenging 

experiences during the interviews. Withdrawal options were offered if any discomfort or 

disagreement arose. Consent was obtained both before and during the research, with a focus on 

confidentiality, especially when sensitive information was shared. The researcher emphasized 

confidentiality and impartiality at the start of the interview process, and subsequent discussions 

were not disclosed to other family members or participants, maintaining confidentiality conditions. 
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In cases where participants communicated in French, ethical restrictions were followed, ensuring 

that the consent and participatory information sheets were equivalent to the original English 

version. Given the researcher's proficiency in French, efforts were made to limit bias occurrences 

such as influence during interactions as well as maintained close observation to: 

• Cultural bias where the researcher may unintentionally introduce cultural bias into the 

study, influencing the interpretation of participants' responses based on shared cultural 

backgrounds 

• Influence and power dynamics where the researcher's shared migrant status and language 

fluency could create power dynamics, leading participants to feel obligated to respond in a 

certain way or conform to the researcher's perspective 

• Loss of objectivity where researcher may struggle to maintain objectivity and impartiality 

• Informed consent challenges in cases where participants may feel more pressured to agree 

due to shared cultural or linguistic ties with the researcher 

• Confidentiality concerns 

• Navigating dual bias where the researcher may face challenges in balancing their roles as 

a member of the community and a neutral investigator, potentially causing confusion or 

conflicts of interest 

• Diversity in perspective where participants may be more inclined to share experiences that 

align with the researcher's own background 

• Community expectations where participants and the community may have specific 

expectations of the researcher, potentially impacting the research process and outcomes 
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3.8. Reflexivity 

In the conducted research, potential bias emanated from the researcher's personal involvement in 

the study context. Acknowledging the existence of preconceived notions or biases regarding the 

participants' experiences was imperative, given the potential impact of these biases on data 

interpretation. Specifically, caution was exercised to avoid assuming that language barriers 

uniformly led to negative outcomes for migrant young adults and parents. Such a bias could 

inadvertently result in a misrepresentation or misinterpretation of the data, even when it suggested 

otherwise. Additionally, pre-existing theories regarding the role of language in identity formation 

had the potential to introduce confirmation bias into the interpretation of the data. 

To mitigate observer bias, a deliberate effort was made to maintain an open-minded and neutral 

stance during the data analysis process. Ensuring the validity and reliability of the findings was a 

paramount concern, prompting the adoption of rigorous methods. One such approach involved 

multiple researchers independently reviewing and analysing the data. This strategy aimed to 

promote consistency in the conclusions reached and guard against undue influence from individual 

perspectives or biases. 

3.9. Limitations 

The study faced several notable limitations, primarily centered around challenges in accessing the 

target group for focus group discussions, particularly when employing online research methods. 

Migrants, often a vulnerable and marginalized population, can be challenging to reach due to 

factors such as language barriers, limited internet access, and fears of potential repercussions 

associated with openly discussing sensitive issues. Online methods may further exacerbate these 
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challenges, as not all migrants have equal access to digital platforms, hindering the inclusivity of 

the study.  

Additionally, the ethical dimension poses a limitation, as participants might share deep-seated and 

potentially traumatic experiences. Balancing the need for open dialogue with the imperative to 

ensure participants' emotional well-being becomes a significant challenge. Strategies must be in 

place to allow participants the space to share their narratives while implementing safeguards to 

prevent potential harm.  

Furthermore, language proficiency emerges as a limitation, influencing the depth and accuracy of 

participants' contributions. Ensuring effective communication and understanding requires careful 

consideration of linguistic diversity within the migrant community, and language barriers may 

inadvertently limit the richness of data obtained.  
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Chapter 4 

4. Data analysis and discussion 

4.1. Data analysis 

 

Through analysis of the research, there appears to be distinctions that separate the two groups but 

also similarities in subthemes experienced across the participants. Both groups indicate recurring 

themes emerged, highlighting conditions of alienation closely linked to the overarching context of 

xenophobia, or more specifically, xenophobia, as delineated in this research. This observation is 

reinforced by the identification of specific emerging themes within the data, including: 

a) Alienation 

Through narrative analysis, the analysis highlights the intricate ways in which language 

and societal structures contribute to the alienation experienced by the participants in their 

daily lives. 

b) Perceptions of discrimination and xenophobia 

The data shed light on the implicit biases and systemic challenges encountered by the 

participants, highlighting the role of language in perpetuating discriminatory practices and 

shaping negative perceptions within the societal fabric. 

c) Resilience and adaptation strategies 
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The narratives illuminate the adaptive measures that the participants employ to navigate 

their daily lives, emphasizing the strategies developed to foster resilience and establish a 

sense of belonging within Johannesburg. 

a. Alienation 
 

The idea that one’s sense of self can be dependent on their relationship to the environment and the 

community in which one lives is explored in various fields like philosophy, sociology, and 

psychology (Yang et al., 2022). This phenomenon, known as alienation, holds both psychological 

and social aspects that in the case of migrant populations affect their ability to assimilate into 

society and develop adequate coping strategies. The intensity and variation of alienation differs 

among individuals. 

Yang et al. (2022) discusses the risk of alienation for migrants due to the complexities of adapting 

to new cultural, geographic, and social environments. Oftentimes, the experience of migrants 

become “compounded by structural issues like poverty and discrimination” (Yang et al., 2022, p. 

568) in the destination country. Through interviews, a recurring sentiment emerges among 

participants in both groups – a feeling of being excluded or excluded from society. This sentiment 

is encapsulated in expressions like "they don't like foreigners," as shared by Grace, a Zimbabwean 

national. Another participant, Jessica, who is an alumna of the Three2Six program, echoes this 

sentiment, stating,  

“It (being a foreigner) makes me feel like I'm not welcome here. You know. It makes me 

feel like I would never be accepted as a non-South African here. In this country.”  



 50 

An intriguing discovery from the study was that the experiences of alienation and the use of 

exclusionary rhetoric were evident in the participants' personal accounts, perpetuated by local 

nationals, and persisted among nationals of other countries. I present two examples, with the first 

example being a narrative from a Zimbabwean national recounting her own experiences of 

marginalization. In contrast, the second example involves a Congolese (DRC) migrant, Timothy, 

perpetuating discriminatory rhetoric about Zimbabwean migrants. Both individuals belong to the 

older migrant participant population of this research study. 

These two examples describe the perceptions of and experiences relating to being a foreigner. Both 

participants share the challenge of employment because of their status as migrants or foreign 

nationals. In addition, their experiences reflect the broader social challenges related to xenophobia 

that migrants face in South Africa. However, both narratives touch upon the theme of 

discrimination and bias against migrants. Grace experiences firsthand the discrimination faced by 

Zimbabweans, while Timothy, in sharing his perspective, contributes to the perpetuation of 

negative stereotypes about Zimbabwean migrants. In this sense, they are both affected by or 

contribute to the broader issue of bias against migrants. 

Both Timothy and Grace, as migrants in South Africa, provide unique perspectives on the issue of 

alienation within the context of their respective experiences. Below Grace shares: 

“Yeah. In South Africa, there are some people that discriminate, you know, some don't like 

foreigners. And you know, apart from that, here they consider Zimbabweans to be 

foreigners more than other countries…because everything that is happening in South 

Africa, [and that are] bad, they only say Zimbabwe and… if they talk about foreigners, 

they only call Zimbabweans…. Like I think they were like I was a threat. They think 

Zimbabweans are a threat to them. They say they came to take their jobs. I don't know.”  
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Grace's narrative emphasizes a deep sense of alienation faced by Zimbabwean migrants in South 

Africa. She articulates the discrimination directed at foreigners in general, with Zimbabweans 

particularly singled out. This perception of being viewed as a threat and the scapegoating of 

Zimbabweans for various issues, including job competition, reveals a profound sense of exclusion. 

As such, this form of alienation not only stems from the discrimination she encounters but also 

from the broader societal narrative that positions Zimbabweans as responsible for negative aspects 

of South African life. Her narrative also suggests a social environment where Zimbabwean 

migrants feel ostracized and unfairly blamed for unemployment, contributing to a sense of 

isolation and alienation. 

On the other hand, there’s an unexpected interplay in this view of alienation whereby biased 

rhetoric against foreigners is utilized by a migrant to assign blame to fellow migrants. This strategic 

use of language seeks to differentiate between migrants engaged in positive contributions and those 

perceived as not adhering to societal norms.   

Here Timothy shares: 

“…In South Africa, [they] prefer to employ foreigners compared to South Africans, so 

that's where the problem is. So it's just about like South Africa not having jobs and also the 

crime because currently, most of the crimes are being done by foreigners. It might be killing 

on the street, mugging and stuff, but most of them are being done by foreigners, especially 

Zimbabweans. So yeah, that's why this thing has been creating this xenophobia thing.”  

This portion was extracted from the preceding response which states: 

“…Especially like the Zimbabweans and the Nigerians. They are busy selling drugs. You 

will never see a white man selling drugs” 
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By associating Zimbabweans with an increase in crime rates, Timothy perpetuates negative 

stereotypes that may lead to their further marginalization. The narrative he presents not only 

implies economic alienation that locals use to force out migrants from places of work, but also a 

form of social alienation as the perceived criminal activities contribute to the xenophobic sentiment 

against Zimbabwean and Nigerians. In this way, Timothy's perspective may contribute to the 

perpetuation of alienating attitudes towards Zimbabwean and Nigerian migrants. 

Both Grace and Timothy, despite being migrants themselves, find themselves on opposite ends of 

the spectrum concerning alienation. Grace experiences alienation as a victim of discriminatory 

attitudes, while Timothy, consciously or unconsciously, contributes to the perpetuation of negative 

stereotypes that alienate Zimbabwean migrants further. Together, these perspectives paint a 

complex picture of the alienation faced by migrants in South Africa, illustrating how both external 

discriminatory attitudes and internal beliefs can contribute to a challenging environment for 

individuals seeking a better life in a new country. 

Cultural alienation 

Cultural alienation is a form of exclusion whereby a migrant or person may be actively involved 

in the betterment of the society by serving it yet not belonging to it (Yang et al., 2022). In language 

dynamics, cultural alienation is prevalent in the speech of others, their inclination to communicate 

predominantly in their native language.  

A look at the narrative of Timothy here supports this idea of cultural alienation through language 

dynamics. 

“… Let me just say Zulu people are everywhere. The Zulus, like they are everywhere and they 

really like speaking their own language. Because even with people that I'm working with; I'm 
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also working with Zulus. Between them, they only speak Zulu, they won't speak English, even 

though they are speaking with people from other provinces or other tribe, they only speak their 

language. So that's why, like it's also forcing other tribes to learn isiZulu. So yeah…” 

The insistence on using isiZulu, even when interacting with individuals from different provinces 

or ethnic groups, creates a linguistic barrier for those who are not fluent in isiZulu. This linguistic 

preference not only underscores the significance of the Zulu culture but also creates a sense of 

exclusion for those who do not share the same linguistic background. Timothy’s mention of 

working with Zulu colleagues who exclusively communicate in their language highlights a 

workplace environment where linguistic homogeneity might unintentionally isolate individuals 

from other ethnic groups. Sanders (2016) argues the absurdity of using language as an “improvised 

form of popular border control in his discussion of the xenophobic attack of 2008 whereby policing 

of people included “Sotho-, Venda-, and Shangaan-speaking South Africans” (Sanders, 2016, p. 

117). Therefore, the notion of somehow being South African equates to being Zulu stains not only 

foreigners but locals of non-Zulu ethnicgroups alike (Sanders, 2016). Therefore, suggesting a form 

of cultural centrality where language becomes a significant factor influencing social dynamics. 

The prevalence of a dominant language within a community or workplace can inadvertently 

contribute to the exclusion of those who do not share the same linguistic and cultural heritage. 

Similarly, Lester adds to this the role that linguistic barrier such as accent contributes to cultural 

alienation. 

“So I think language connects like foreign nationals and local citizens. Especially as a form 

of communication as a form of direction, and then at times there are certain clicks or notes 

that you're not hitting as a foreign national and you can be easily spotted out as not local. And 

that can lead to cases of xenophobia and discrimination in itself…” 
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Lester’s narrative suggests that language serves as a crucial link between foreign nationals and 

local citizens. However, the presence of distinctive accents, characterized by specific clicks or 

tones, becomes a noticeable marker that Kristiansen (2001) refers to as linguistic cue. The 

emphasis on the significance of linguistic details, such as clicks or tones, highlights the sensitivity 

surrounding language and accent as cultural identifiers. But Kristiansen (2001) urges that linguistic 

patterns need to be both determined perceptually and cognitively; meaning that linguistic cues 

should be considered carefully as linguistic identity is a combination of many features which 

represent social background. The lack of understanding in this case leads to the possibility of South 

Africans or other ethnicgroups in South Africa being mistaken for migrants as well. Hence in the 

context of migrants, the inability to mimic these nuances in accent might inadvertently position 

them in a place of vulnerability, subjecting them to language stereotyping and discriminatory 

attitudes and actions.  

Political alienation  

In exploring the intricate landscape of political culture, the dichotomy between political alienation 

and survival, especially in the case of migrants who struggle to establish legal status not because 

of voluntary ignorance but because of political play, exposes the dynamics of citizen-state 

relationships (Solhaug, 2012). Political alienation no longer becomes the subjective feelings about 

the nature of the country they reside in but a battle of political systems that perpetuate the social 

status quo, which discriminates and villainizes migrants. In such a scenario, we then have to 

question the agency of politicians to uphold the rights of all humans including migrants, their 

ability to represent diverse voices, and the avenues available for meaningful participation to abide 

to the laws of the nation.  
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The challenge of documentation is a recurring theme for many migrants and for youth migrants, 

beginning from school. The bureaucratic hurdles and apparent reluctance of the Home Affairs 

department to grant legal status create a precarious situation for migrants.  

This is the case of Julia, a Congolese-born unemployed migrant. Julia has lived in South Africa 

for 15 years and struggles to make ends meet while raising five children. Despite her best efforts, 

her greatest battle has been renewing her legal status because of financial demands imposed by 

Home Affairs. Moreover, there is discriminatory rhetoric that the system upholds. In her narrative 

account, she shares: 

“… [Every time police stop us] He gives the sanctions, [we give all] the papers all the 

papers, we pay a thousand Rands (R1000). What’s that? Every time because they don’t 

like the foreigners. They don’t like us here. They tell us we must go back to our country. 

How we’re going to get back to our country because like me…I have five children. I [gave 

birth to] four of them here. How can I go home? The children go to school. Just like that 

[I must leave]? I [don’t have any] rights”  

She further adds: 

“But now, all our papers is expired. So police arresting us like peanuts [on our] way. If 

they see you, [you have to] show them the papers that expired. [I] tell them it's not me, it’s 

Home Affairs, they don’t wanna give me extension. They say ‘you scared, you go to Home 

Affairs they’ll give you the paper.’ When they take you, they go with you to number #4. 

Number 4 there [for them] to release you pay especially us Congolese. They tell us to pay 

R2000 before you come out. So, I'm a foreigner [and] I'm not working, and you are not 

paying me even. So, you expecting me to pay you R2000 before we can go out where can I 
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get it? [In] all this [I am] living as a victim. Giving us the stress. I don’t have money to 

pay. Food is a problem, [I] don’t have a job. [we] are surviving here only, us foreigners. 

We are dying people here.” 

In this recounted experience, Julia narrates her encounters with law enforcement in Johannesburg. 

She highlights a recurring pattern where she has been compelled to present her documents to the 

police, which is often met with potential discriminatory treatment but also the apprehension of 

facing deportation. Remarkably, she discloses a recurrent pattern where, to circumvent the threat 

of arrest, she has had to pay a bribe fee of R1000. A payment where she expresses is often not 

attainable due to lack of employment that she discloses in the interview. 

This situation unfolds further as Home Affairs rejects the renewal of Julia’s papers, resulting in 

potential arrest if a bribe fee is not presented. Her reference to "Number 4" implies a detainment 

cell, where she describes that she faced a release fee of R2000. Legally, only a judge can set bail 

fees for booked and arrested individuals. The imposition of the R2000 fee raises concerns about 

its legitimacy, potentially suggesting an off-book arrangement by law enforcement, diverging from 

established legal procedures. 

The circumstances surrounding Julia's interactions with law enforcement are deeply rooted in 

systemic challenges. As a Congolese-born migrant, Julia is faced with burdens imposed by Home 

Affairs which hinder the smooth renewal of her legal status. Furthermore, her narrative unveils the 

existence of discriminatory sentiments perpetuated within the system. This experience of being 

confronted by authorities who exhibit a lack of receptivity towards foreigners emphasizing the 

nuanced difficulties faced by migrants in navigating the legal landscape, compelling them to resort 

to financial measures to evade potential consequences. The underlying issue is not merely the 
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exchange of funds but rather the broader context of xenophobia and the associated challenges in 

maintaining one's legal standing in a foreign land. 

Lester further emphasizes the central aspect of documentation in the challenge faced by migrants. 

In a politically volatile economy like South Africa, he argues that language, while a factor, takes 

a backseat to legal matters and documentation.  

“…. I do not think language has gone as far as identifying me as a national, I think 

that's more of a legal matter. It's more of a documentation matter because you can 

be foreign national in the country for like as long as 10 to 15 years. And if you do 

not have citizenship or other documents or whatever then you're not even as close 

as to being identified as a national. Or as such.”  

These two narratives expose a systemic issue where the legal processes for migrants are not only 

arduous but also potentially obstructive. The bureaucratic challenges, coupled with political 

dynamics, contribute to a situation where individuals, despite their long-term residence, struggle 

to attain the official documentation necessary to establish their legal identity in South Africa. 

Julia also shares: 

“The kids never take the [social welfare] grant (provided by the government of South 

Africa)…15 years I’ve been here, nothing. The kids [have] no grant. They say because I 

am a foreigner, I can't use the yellow paper. They must use the white and that's why they 

can't help them to take the grant. Which means [even though I gave birth] here, they are 

nothing. So, they are taking advantage [of us]. And that only they can take grant, not us 

foreigner.” 
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Julia’s journey reflects a deep-seated emotional struggle for survival despite her best efforts but 

also what Solhaug (2012, p. 4) describes as “political powerlessness” referred to as a being in a 

state of being unable to influence policy, and political meaningless which refers to the idea that 

politics are unpredictable. Therefore, camouflaging itself to shift to the temperament that it 

chooses, and this is highlighted by the inconsistencies of Home Affairs and xenophobic tropes of 

South Africans, as experienced by Julia. Julia’s state of powerlessness not only affects her own 

life but also that of her children highlighted the use of the phrase “they are nothing”, Even the use 

of the word “foreigner” here is illustrative of the degrading and inhumane burden of seeking refuge 

in a land that antagonizes her desire to simply survive.  

Finally, Julia shares: 

“There [aren’t many] opportunities here. I mean, there are a lot but then there's a lot of 

barriers because of these South Africans [that] are heartless, they don't want foreigners to 

own their own business; to move forward and then on top of that, they don't like giving us 

papers. You know the non-South Africans who have papers in this country are the ones 

who came during Mandela time. Us that came after Mandela don't you have? You see, I 

have friends who were born here, but then they are still refugees. How does it make sense? 

My friends have babies here. By then their babies are called refugees imagine. Even today, 

my friend, who lives in Cape Town, she was telling me that she gave birth to her son here 

in Joburg, I think 2020. So, she went to get her son’s birth certificate or something and 

[was told that they wrote on her on her son's birth thing that he must go back in Congo so 

that they can register him there. Can you imagine that?”  

The issue of status plagues not only the migrant parent that Julia describes as her friend but also 

the child. The inconsistencies in Home Affairs towards foreigners reflect the viewpoint of many 
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which believe that foreigners are less than. Sadly, this translates to even the registration of children 

by migrants. This is argued to be political alienation because the politicization of legality and the 

uneven application of laws contribute to an overarching theme of political alienation, where 

migrants find themselves marginalized and disempowered within the legal and societal framework. 

The issue transcends mere bureaucratic hurdles and financial transactions, encompassing a 

pervasive atmosphere of xenophobia and systemic challenges that hinder the integration and full 

participation of migrants in their host society. 

Politics and education 

 

Challenges of documentation go as far as the schooling system. Chris's experience during his 

Matric year underscores the bureaucratic hurdles faced by migrants attempting to access education. 

Chris shares, 

“Matric year when we were writing our finals, you had to write finals with your ID 

and we had refugee papers. We had to get approval from the government to write 

our Matric using our refugee status and had to bring it to every paper. That was so 

weird because every invigilator that came from the government would not always 

know what that was and they would see it as it’s just a piece of paper.” 

Despite having refugee papers, Chris encountered difficulties in using refugee documents as 

identification for writing his Matric exams. This lack of familiarity among invigilators who 

did not recognize the identification reflects a systemic issue where the legal status of migrants 

is not fully recognized or understood within educational institutions. This bureaucratic barrier 

not only adds unnecessary stress during an already challenging time but also underscores the 

precariousness of legal status of migrants. Chris remarks that as “The laws can change and at 
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any minute you'll be asked to leave” which not only potentially jeopardizes their right to 

education but indicates the road to a long arduous journey for migrants who seek refuge and 

leave their host countries. 

In parallel, Jessica’s difficulty in accessing education due to documentation issues is a critical 

call to the right to the education of all children. 

“… So, my mom tried to apply or register in schools. Most of them refused to take 

me and my sisters because we didn't have documentations. So, I had to spend the 

whole 2010 at home ….”   

Addressing the challenges of documentation within the schooling system requires systemic 

reforms that prioritize inclusivity and equity. Educational institutions must adopt policies that 

recognize and accommodate the diverse backgrounds and legal statuses of students, ensuring 

that all children have equal access to quality education regardless of their immigration status. 

 

b. Perceptions of discrimination and xenophobia 
 

Perceptions of xenophobia refer to the sentiments of a type of hate towards immigrants and those 

perceived as foreign (Yakushko, 2008). The latest interpretation of xenophobia appears to be 

associated with the fear of foreigners and influence as well as a concept called ethnocentrism 

(Yakushko, 2008). Ethnocentrism is the belief that one's own group or culture holds superiority 

over others (Yakushko, 2008).  

According to Yakushko, (2008, p. 44), “Scholars have also used the term nativism to describe 

negative feelings toward immigrants and immigration”. Nativism is a deeply rooted societal 
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construct that significantly determines social belonging based on specific cultural and dynamic 

markers against foreign minorities. Cultural identifiers in the context of this research are associated 

with tribal affiliations such as ethnic group and dynamic markers such as language. The use of 

linguistic attributes such as language is a recurring thread wherein derogatory terms are wielded 

as tools to assert dominance and propagate an ethnocentric superiority over individuals perceived 

as inferior due to their migrant status. 

We see this play in Grace and Chris’ reflections on their experiences of discrimination by the use 

of derogatory terms. Here, Grace nonchalantly remarks, 

“Yeah, because some they will call you “kwerekweres”, they will call you "abantu 

bokufika”. But now I accepted that whatever they call me. I don't care…Sometimes they 

can even talk to you directly when you're with them.”  

Similarly, Chris recounts an occurrence from high school, 

“In high school, there was time when one of the first xenophobic attacks started and they 

used to call us "makwerekwere” and "Kwangs” and they would forcefully speak in the 

vernac and expect you to understand or respond, and that happens more frequently in the 

taxis.”  

Grace and Chris's personal accounts serve as powerful examples that vividly illustrate how 

linguistic attributes become potent instruments in the manifestation of nativist sentiments and 

discrimination against migrant communities. In addition, their stories reflect a broader societal 

issue where cultural markers and linguistic attributes are weaponized to create an "us versus them" 

mentality, fostering an environment of exclusion and hostility towards migrant communities. 
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Attitudes 

 

Xenophobic perceptions are also maintained by attitudes. Attitudes are also means of establishing 

“social hierarchies and justification of the systemic order” ((Yakushko, 2008, p. 47).  

These attitudes manifest themselves in various forms, ranging from subtle biases to explicit 

expressions of xenophobia. They are often deeply rooted in cultural narratives, stereotypes, and 

historical prejudices that have been perpetuated over time. These attitudes become internalized, 

consciously or unconsciously, contributing to the reproduction of discriminatory beliefs within 

society. The process of "othering" individuals perceived as different; or foreign becomes a 

psychological mechanism through which these attitudes are wielded to establish and reinforce 

social hierarchies. 

For example, In her reflection on the matter, Grace candidly expresses, 

“Yeah, some they will shout at me and some people don't want you to be near when you 

are with them, you don't even feel comfortable to be around them by the way, they act”  

The underlying nature of this experience is the nature of Xenophobia that extends beyond explicit 

verbal abuse to showcase subtle yet impactful social exclusion. It illustrates the hostility she faces 

and the discomfort arising from the mere behaviour of her interactions. 
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c. Resilience and adaptation strategies 
 

Resilience, broadly defined, refers to the crucial ability to thrive despite facing adversity and 

painful experiences (Ciaramella et al., 2021). It involves the capacity to attain a well-balanced 

state of psychosocial health (Ciaramella et al., 2021). 

“Yeah, I'm now used to, but at first it was very difficult” seems to be the common resolve among 

the participants. Grace's experience reflects the resilience required to cope with discrimination and 

derogatory labels. She acknowledges the initial difficulty of being called "kwerekweres" and 

"abantu bokufika." However, her evolution is evident as she shares, "But now I accepted that 

whatever they call me. I don't care." This shift in mindset shows Grace's resilience, emphasizing 

the importance of self-acceptance amidst societal prejudices. 

Furthermore, Language plays a pivotal role in the adaptation process, as highlighted by Grace's 

revelation about code-switching in taxis where she shares, 

“You don't talk your language because sometimes if you talk your language for example 

Shona, they will start to talk....” 

Coupled with her determination to leave: 

 “And I'm no longer thinking that is the best opinion to be here. If I find something to do 

or somewhere to go, I'd rather go 

She mentions the necessity of pretending and avoiding speaking Shona to prevent negative 

reactions. This adaptation strategy, although challenging, underscores the pragmatic approach 

migrants adopt to navigate their new environment. Grace's experience illustrates the multifaceted 
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nature of adaptation, involving not only linguistic adjustments but also a keen awareness of social 

dynamics. 

At each turn, the gift of resilience is the opportunity that Ernest describes as “Learning curve” 

where he reflects: 

 

“I would say learning curve because one way or another you need to learn the language 

of where you're going to. When you leave your country of origin and you go to another 

country, you learn to live how those people live. You learn to speak how those people speak. 

I mean, I think it also creates some sense of comfort [and when you can] speak their 

language, you get assistance more quickly. And it also does create some sense of comfort 

for you. I would say it's challenging because it's not always easy for you to learn a foreign 

language. Like I said, I can speak Zulu [fluently] but I do go to other provinces where I 

don't speak their language. So it becomes challenging for one to learn.” 

 

In his expression, Ernest emphasizes the challenges associated with language acquisition. He 

describes the process as a "learning curve," highlighting the necessity of understanding and 

adopting the local language and culture. The correlation he draws between language proficiency 

and a sense of comfort underscores the importance of adaptation for social integration. 
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4.2. Discussion 

 

Participants in the study exhibit a profound connection between language and their interaction with 

spaces. Language not only excludes but also perpetuates the status quo that confines migrants 

within defined boundaries. The term "foreigner," examined in this research, evokes profound 

sorrow. On one hand, individuals have developed resilience in response to discriminatory 

circumstances, while on the other, some grapple with challenges such as insufficient resources for 

comfortable living, obstacles in obtaining legal documentation that enables them to live freely and 

find work. Additionally, they contend with the impact of xenophobia attitudes imposed by local 

South Africans in both workplace and public spaces. These factors collectively influence one's 

sense of self and belonging. 

Embedded in their experience is the impact of cultural alienation, which identified in this research, 

manifests in a preference for communicating in one's native language. Experiences of exclusion in 

work or public settings due to the dominance of isiZulu speakers resembles a 'popular border 

control,' (Sanders, 2016, p. 117) where locals determine acceptance into a space based on the 

ability to speak isiZulu. Language, serving as a cultural identifier, plays a crucial role in situating 

individuals either within or outside a particular group, highlighting the sensitivity surrounding 

linguistic details. 

Cultural identifiers, such as tribal affiliations and language, play a crucial role in this context. 

While among black South Africans, ‘ethnic intolerance’ is heavily embedded into the fabric of the 

nation’s culture (Mlambo & Masuku, 2023, p, 126). According to Mlambo & Masuku (2023), 

ethnic intolerance has influenced sentiments of self-dislike among black South Africans wherein 
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the need for superiority has led to ideological competition across ethnic groups. They often view 

the thoughts and cultural traditions of other groups as unimportant compared to their own (Mlambo 

& Masuku, 2023). On the other hand, language attributes are often used as tools for dominance, 

reinforcing ethnocentric superiority over individuals perceived as inferior due to their migrant 

status. 

The interplay between language and space offers opportunities for understanding cultural 

dynamics, but culture cannot exist in isolation from the influencing environment. Politics emerges 

as the driving force in propagating xenophobic rhetoric whether through media or internal systems. 

While legal systems advocate for equality, on paper, the influence of political rhetoric on 

xenophobic attitudes becomes evident at the ground level, impacting migrants' legal status and 

freedom to assimilate. Mlambo & Masuku (2023) places ethnophobia as the catalyst which steers 

the political scene from an ethnic and racial viewpoint. This antagonizing system within the urban 

space challenges the notion of "Ubuntu" in South Africa and hinders identity formation for 

migrants. 

These narratives reveal a systemic issue where legal processes for migrants are not only arduous 

but potentially obstructive. Bureaucratic challenges, compounded by political dynamics, create a 

situation where individuals, despite their long-term residence, struggle to obtain official 

documentation necessary for establishing legal identity in South Africa. 

Hence, the challenge of assimilation is highly influenced by these various landscapes which 

encompasses law and culture and even access to education. The challenges extend to the schooling 

system highlighting the bureaucratic hurdles faced by migrants seeking education. This finding is 

supported by Blessed-Sayah, Griffiths, & Moll’s (2022) study which indicated that within the 

South African context, the absence of adequate documentation for migrant children posed a 
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significant obstacle for access to education. Further stressing that a learner ‘s status is heavily 

influenced by their legal standing hence much burden for many migrants’ access to the basic right 

to education is dependent on socio-cultural circumstances for the country (Blessed-Sayah et al., 

2022). Furthermore, according to Buckland (2011), access to education for non-nationals (referred 

in this research project as migrants) in South African is dependent on the country’s refugee policy.  

Throughout this investigation, the initial exploration asserted that Xenophobia is intricately linked 

to a specific racial identity, particularly the black skin. Hence, the term "Xenophobia" is employed 

with a central focus on the experiences of migrants within the intricate interplay of language and 

spatial contexts. This decision is substantiated by recurring themes in the narratives of participants, 

consistently emphasizing that instances of racist remarks predominantly involve individuals of 

Zulu ethnicity. And the narratives describe the incidents either occurring within townships, in 

taxis, or communities characterized by a predominant presence of black ethnic groups. Essentially, 

the participants' experiences are notably pronounced in these specific settings, providing insights 

into the nuanced manifestations of xenophobia within the broader framework of black community 

dynamics. 

 

4.2.1. Language and space 
 

The exploration of migrants' experiences in Johannesburg reveals the intricate ways in which 

language operates as both a tool for integration and a barrier to social inclusion. The analysis of 

various cases illustrates the multifaceted nature of language dynamics, encompassing cultural, 
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political, and discriminatory dimensions. It becomes evident that language is not merely a means 

of communication but an integral aspect of migrants' identity, survival, and resilience. 

Social spaces such as neighbourhoods, workplaces, or communal areas play a crucial role in 

shaping the experiences of migrants. Inclusive spaces foster a sense of community and integration. 

Although Njwambe et al. (2019) discuss the experiences of Xhosa-speaking migrants, their 

findings remain consistent with the findings of this research, which is that the physical and 

symbolic nature of home represents a sense of safety and belonging which is central to migrants 

shaping their cultural identity, sense of belonging, and overall well-being. The spatial and cultural 

attributes of home often serve as reference points against which migrants navigate their 

experiences in the host society, influencing their adaptation processes and psychosocial 

adjustment. The term home here, therefore, refers to any space which hold significant value for 

migrants in their host nation. While exclusive spaces contribute to feelings of isolation and 

alienation. Derogatory comments, stereotypes, and discriminatory language can create hostile 

environments for migrants, perpetuating negative attitudes and reinforcing social divisions. 

In addition, dialogue or narratives of belonging and otherness need to be addressed especially in 

public discourse and media (Conzo et al., 2021). These narratives can shape perceptions of 

migrants. Positive and inclusive language fosters a sense of belonging, while negative or 

dehumanizing language reinforces the "otherness" of migrants, making them vulnerable to 

discrimination (Conzo et al., 2021). 

The realization that even one's place of habitat can become a source of fear due to Xenophobia 

reflects a deeply troubling reality. This fear extends beyond the individual to encompass the well-

being of families, particularly children who may face discrimination based on their origin. The 

debilitation caused by Xenophobia goes beyond physical threats; it encompasses emotional and 
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psychological harm, creating an environment where individuals and families live in constant 

apprehension. 

4.2.2. Language and identity  

The impact of Xenophobia on one's sense of identity and self-worth cannot be understated. The 

fear of being targeted or ostracized because of one's nationality instils a pervasive sense of 

vulnerability and a questioning of one's place in society. In such circumstances, individuals may 

grapple with a profound sense of displacement, even within the very borders of their supposed 

home. 

Resilience as it pertains to this research is the ability to withstand boldly and overcome the 

aggressive and pervasive discrimination associated with Xenophobia. For example, Grace's 

evolution from initial difficulty to a state of self-acceptance despite derogatory labels illustrates 

the transformative power of resilience in shaping her identity. 

In this social viewpoint, language plays a pivotal role in the participants' adaptation process. These 

linguistic adaptations are not only a means of communication but also tools for social survival 

(Vandeyar & Catalano, 2020). The ability to speak the local language becomes a key element in 

Ernest's "learning curve," reflecting the complexity of identity formation as migrants strive to 

integrate into their host communities. Adding to this, social spaces also force migrants to negotiate 

space. The participants' narratives reflect a constant negotiation of cultural identity. Such is the 

case of Grace's decision to avoid speaking Shona in taxis to prevent negative reactions underscores 

the challenges migrants face in preserving their cultural identity while adapting to new social 

dynamics. The process involves a delicate balance between maintaining a connection to one's roots 

and assimilating into the new cultural milieu.  
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Language becomes a bridge that connects migrants with their host communities, facilitating 

communication, understanding, and a sense of belonging (Lupyan & Dale, 2016 and Vandeyar & 

Catalano, 2020). The challenges associated with language acquisition become integral to the 

complex tapestry of migrants' identity as they strive for acceptance and comfort in their new 

surroundings. 

4.2.3. Contrast of the two groups 

Table 2: Migrant Experiences in Johannesburg: Contrasting Perspectives 

of Youth and Adult Groups 

Metrics Youth Group (18-25) Adult Group (30-50) 

Mentality Differences Emphasis on resilience, 

adaptability, and learning - 

Ernest, Jessica, Lester 

Perspectives on life, 

survival, and challenges - 

Julia, Timothy, Sarah, Lisa 

Experience Differences Varied occupations and 

challenges in job market - 

Justin, Jessica, Chris 

Seeking a better life, 

economic opportunities - 

Julia, Timothy, Grace, 

Sarah, Lisa 

Reasons for Migration Not specified Seeking better life, escaping 

political instability - Julia, 

Timothy, Grace, Sarah, Lisa 

Discrimination and 

Xenophobia 

Language-related 

discrimination discussed - 

Jessica, Chris 

Experiences of Xenophobia 

and derogatory remarks - 

Julia, Grace, Timothy 
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Cultural and Political 

Alienation 

Language dynamics 

affecting cultural inclusion - 

Lester 

Cultural and political 

alienation due to 

documentation challenges - 

Julia, Sarah, Lisa 

Resilience and Adaptation Emphasis on resilience and 

adaptability - Ernest, Jessica 

Resilience discussed in the 

context of discrimination 

and survival - Grace, Sarah, 

Lisa 

Educational Challenges Limited information on 

educational challenges 

Educational challenges due 

to documentation issues - 

Chris, Jessica 

 

The narratives of the youth and adult migrant groups reveal nuance experiences, highlighting the 

diverse ways in which individuals navigate the challenges associated with migration in the city of 

Johannesburg. 

The youth group places significant emphasis on resilience, adaptability, and an ongoing learning 

journey, navigating life transitions with unwavering determination. The Three2Six program not 

only provided them with an education but also offered a secure haven as they navigated life in a 

new country. While the program served as a refuge, it was the group's optimistic outlook that 

enabled them to transcend societal boundaries heavily dependent on documentation. 

For many participants, the group cultivated assertive attitudes and capitalized on the inherent 

ability of young individuals to rapidly acquire a new language. While not everyone opted to learn 

Zulu, those who put in the effort underscored the benefits of social integration. 
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On the other hand, the adult group portrays a different set of experiences shaped by a broader age 

range (30-50) and different life stages. The narratives of Julia, Timothy, Grace, and Sarah reflect 

a strong motivation for migration rooted in seeking a better life and escaping political instability. 

Their experiences underscore the harsh realities faced by migrants, including discrimination, and 

derogatory remarks. Cultural and political alienation are prevalent themes, particularly in the 

context of documentation challenges affecting individuals like Julia and Sarah. Educational 

challenges also emerge in the youth group, where shared experiences relate to bureaucratic hurdles 

and a lack of recognition of their legal status in educational institutions. 

The study findings suggest that the common thread of resilience exhibited by participants, 

irrespective of age, overshadowed any notable differences between the youth and adult groups. 

This resilience was evident in the determination of each individual to surmount challenges and 

strive for a better future, underscoring a unifying factor that transcends age distinctions among 

migrant populations. The youth group's emphasis on learning and adaptability, coupled with their 

challenges in entering the job market and navigating language dynamics, contrasted with the adult 

group's focus on seeking improved living conditions while grappling with political alienation, 

bureaucratic hurdles, language acquisition difficulties, and the responsibility of supporting their 

families. 

The initial rationale for incorporating both youth and adult migrant groups in the study was to 

capture a wide spectrum of experiences. However, the research findings indicate that the shared 

resilience among participants took precedence over age-related distinctions. This resilience, as 

evidenced in the narratives of both groups, underscores a collective determination to thrive in the 

face of adversity, thereby highlighting a commonality that unites youth and adult migrants in their 

pursuit of resilience and success amidst challenges. 



 73 

In essence, the narratives from both groups weave a complex narrative of the migrant experience 

in Johannesburg. The interplay of individual resilience, societal challenges, and the need for 

adaptation underscores the multifaceted nature of migration, providing insights into the diverse 

ways individuals confront and navigate the complexities of building a new life in a foreign city. 
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Chapter 5 

5. Conclusion 

The research study utilizes narrative analysis to explore the intricate relationship between language 

and space. Aligned with the research questions, the presented data delves into the multifaceted role 

of language as both a tool for discrimination and an unspoken element embedded in societal 

hierarchies and oppressive systems. These dynamics significantly impact migrants' ability to 

navigate daily life and interactions within Johannesburg. The narratives illuminate both the 

resilience cultivated by some individuals and the challenges faced by others during the assimilation 

process into the cultural fabric of the city. While the weight of language is burdensome, the legal 

system imposes even greater challenges on migrants, acting as a formidable force akin to border 

control patrons, regulating settlement and documentation checks.  

Furthermore, the study sheds light on specific contexts and social settings where migrant 

interactions with locals function parasitically, contributing to exclusion within townships, public 

transportation, and communities characterized by a predominant presence of Black ethnic groups. 

This nuanced exploration offers insights into the diverse scenarios in which migrants engage 

within the complex urban landscape of Johannesburg. 

The distinctions between youth and adult migrant groups, when compared against their shared 

characteristics, are considered insignificant due to the subtle boundary that separates the two 

cohorts. Consequently, the research concludes that the utilization of both groups did not 

substantiate the earlier claims that justified their inclusion. These claims posited that employing 

both groups would offer a comprehensive insight into the experiences and obstacles encountered 
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by migrants at varying life stages and provide an opportunity to delve into the inter-generational 

dynamics within migrant communities.. The narratives underscore the profound impact of 

language on migrants' interactions within various spaces, serving both as a tool of exclusion and 

as perpetuators of the established societal norms that confine migrants within distinct boundaries.  

The contextual significance of the term "foreigner" within the context of xenophobia reveals a 

multitude of interconnected factors, including its implicit link to identity formation and its role in 

perpetuating social hierarchies and discriminatory practices.  

5.1. Recommendations 

To enhance the study's effectiveness and address its limitations, several recommendations are 

proposed. Firstly, a multi-pronged recruitment strategy should be implemented to overcome the 

challenge of accessing the target migrant group, incorporating community-based approaches, 

outreach programs, and partnerships with migrant support organizations. Utilizing a combination 

of online and offline methods may help mitigate issues related to digital access. 

Additionally, language proficiency challenges can be addressed through employing bilingual 

facilitators, providing translation services, or utilizing culturally sensitive and accessible 

communication tools. Training research staff to navigate linguistic diversity and employing 

validated translation methods can enhance the accuracy and depth of data collected. By 

incorporating these recommendations, the study can not only overcome its limitations but also 

contribute to a more comprehensive and ethically sound exploration of migrants' experiences and 

challenges. 
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