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Abstract

Drawing on extensive and comparative qualitative data from a nearly two-decade long
and ongoing research, this article responds to inadequacies and limitations of current
causal explanations for xenophobic violence in South Africa. The article argues that
existing explanations are inadequate as many lack empirical backing and others are
incomplete due to their reductionist approach. To address these shortcomings, this
article proposes an empirically based and theoretically informed multideterminant
(explanatory) model, which identifies and analyses the roles of—and interconnections
between—six key determinants, namely: i) socio-economic and political deprivation, ii)
xenophobic beliefs, iii) collective discontent, iv) political economy, v) mobilization, and
vi) governance. I argue that i) these determinants and their interconnections in a value-
added process constitute the necessary and sufficient conditions for the occurrence of
xenophobic violence, and ii) this multideterminant model consequently provides an
adequate and comprehensive explanation of the xenophobic violence in South Africa.
In addition to its scholarly contribution, this article has potential policy implications.
By clearly identifying the key elements in the causal chain, the study implicitly points
to critical areas where intervention efforts could be targeted to effectively address the
ongoing xenophobic violence in South Africa.
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INTRODUCTION

Xenophobic violence generally refers to any acts of violence targeted at foreign
nationals or “outsiders” because of their being foreign or strangers. It is an explicit
targeting of foreign nationals for violent attacks despite other material, political,
cultural or social forces that might be at play (Dodson, 2010). As Gordon (2024:1)
notes, “xenophobic violence has become an increasingly commonplace occurrence
in democratic South Africa” (see also Misago and Landau, 2022). Indeed, “foreign
nationals are routinely attacked in their residences, workplaces, business premises,
private and public transport, or just walking on the streets” (Misago et al., 2021). As
Misago et al. (2021: 4) observe, xenophobic violence in South Africa is generally a
collective violent act or “a type of collective violence carried out by groups (large or
small) of ordinary members of the public, often mobilised by local leaders (formal
or informal) and influential groups or individuals to further their own political and
economic interests” Target groups and individuals are regularly killed, assaulted,
injured, displaced and their property and livelihood assets looted, destroyed, or
appropriated (Misago et al., 2021; Gordon, 2024).

Since 2008, this ongoing violence has attracted considerable and increasing
scholarly attention, as academics, researchers and other analysts attempt to explain its
causal factors and recommend preventive measures. Scholarly analysis continues to
provide different and competing empirical and theoretical explanations. As Misago
(2019a) notes, most explanations emphasize broad and structural socio-economic,
historical and psychosocial factors, as well as micro-level, local socio-economic
and political dynamics. These explanations are valuable in analysing the conditions
under which xenophobic violence takes place. However, by implicitly claiming that
the causal factors they put forward are necessary and sufficient conditions for the
occurrence of xenophobic violence, they “falter when faced with empirical or logical
interrogation” (Landau, 2011: 3).

This article argues that existing explanations are inadequate, and their
shortcomings lie in a twofold repertoire of analytical blind spots. First, they lack
empirical backing as they do not (even attempt to) establish a direct empirical link
between common and longstanding conditions and the occurrence of violence in
specific communities, at specific times. Second, they are incomplete as most offer
reductionist, one-factor explanations for such a complex social phenomenon and,
as such, can be at best partial or incomplete. To address these shortcomings, this
article proposes an empirically based and theoretically informed multideterminant
(explanatory) model, which identifies and analyses the roles of—and interconnections
between—six key causal factors (hereafter “determinants”). The six key determinants
include i) socio-economic and political deprivation, ii) xenophobic beliefs, iii)
collective discontent, iv) political economy, v) mobilization, and vi) governance. I
argue that i) these determinants and their interconnections in a value-added process
constitute the necessary and sufficient conditions for the occurrence of xenophobic
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violence, and ii) this multideterminant model consequently provides an adequate
and comprehensive explanation of the xenophobic violence in South Africa.

After briefly introducing its data sources and methodological approach, the
article provides an overview and shortcomings of existing theoretical and empirical
explanations of xenophobic violence in South Africa. It then proceeds to present the
multideterminant model it proposes. The final section or conclusion summarises the
article’s key argument and briefly reflects on scholarly and policy implications.

METHODOLOGY

This article draws on extensive and comparative qualitative data from ongoing
research (hereafter “the study”) on xenophobic violence in South Africa beginning
from 2006. Conducted by the African Centre for Migration & Society at the
University of the Witwatersrand, the study involves a systematic investigation into
the nature, causal factors, and implications of xenophobic violence in the country.
To achieve this goal, the study adopted the “most similar systems” approach by
selecting research sites affected by the violence and sites that did not experience
violence despite having similar socio-economic dynamics as the neighbouring
violence-affected communities. The approach was informed by the understanding
that “no enquiry into riots [in this case xenophobic violence] should fail to account
for their absence” (Horowitz, 2001: xiv). This “most similar systems” approach allows
the study to identify the most significant distinguishing factors that account for the
presence of the violence in certain places, and its absence in others.

The study consisted primarily of in-depth qualitative interviews and focus
group discussions with local citizens, foreign nationals, perpetrators and victims of
the violence, relevant government officials, the police and other local law enforcement
bodies such as community policing forums (CPFs), formal and informal community
leaders, and other key informants including representatives of different civil society,
faith-based, community-based organizations and self-help groups operating in those
areas. The study comprised 47 case studies (conducted mainly in the provinces
most affected by xenophobic violence, namely Gauteng, Western Cape, KwaZulu-
Natal, Eastern Cape and Limpopo) and more than 1130 participants. The study
was approved by the University of the Witwatersrand’s Human Research Ethics
Committee (HREC Non-Medical). Ethics clearance certificate number: H22/08/18.

OVERVIEW AND APPRAISAL OF CURRENT THEORETICAL AND
EMPIRICAL EXPLANATIONS
Theoretical approaches to xenophobic violence

Despite its global and growing dimensions, xenophobic violence does not seem
to have attracted as much “targeted” theoretical attention as have other types of
collective violence. Attempts at theoretical explanations for xenophobic violence in
South Africa often borrow from “generic” mainstream theories of collective violence
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particularly because, as indicated earlier, xenophobic violence in South Africa is often
collective. While there appears to be as many theoretical approaches to collective
violence as there are academic disciplines (see DeKeseredy and Barbara, 2006), two
lines of theorizing—deprivation and mobilization models—have received much
more attention than most (Horowitz, 2001) and currently dominate the literature on
collective violence causal factors (Snyder, 1978).

However, I argue that despite their popularity and contribution these models
and their imbedded theories are still not adequate explanations for the occurrence
of collective violence and, by extension, xenophobic violence. Their limitations lie in
their reductionist or isolationist approach, that is, their claims that one factor can fully
explain collective violence in isolation of other societal conditions and processes. I
argue that, when applied as sufficient explanations, these approaches are ultimately
inadequate and in need of supplementation. As Sen (2008) rightly notes, the causal
mechanisms of collective violence are more complex than reductionist approaches
are capable of accounting for. The following section outlines the key tenets of these
models and assesses their explanatory value.

The deprivation model

The central argument of theories in the deprivation model, also known as the
“discontent model” (Snyder, 1978), is that generalised real or perceived deprivation
in political, social or economic welfare leads to collective discontent or mass anger
that eventually erupts in collective violence. There are many different theories in this
model, but the two most commonly used include realistic group conflict theory and
relative deprivation theory.

The realistic group conflict theory focusses on social-structural sources of
group difference and stipulates that violent conflict between groups is rooted in
a clash of competing group interests, be they economic or claims to social status
and privileges (Brief et al., 2005). The theory suggests that group competition over
resources and opportunities can lead to group tensions and ultimately violent group
conflict or collective violence (Sniderman et al., 2004).

The relative deprivation theory stipulates that perceptions of deprivation,
and concomitant feelings of frustration and alienation, arise when there is a
discrepancy between value expectations and value capabilities, as reflected in the
social and physical environment (Gurr, 1970). Where deprivation is widespread and
extreme, the possibility for violence is greater (Conteh-Morgan, 2004). The scope
and intensity of the relative deprivation produces variations in collective discontent
which, according to the theory, leads to collective violence (Snyder, 1978; Aya, 1979).
In Gurr’s (1970: 13) own terms: “discontent arising from the perception of relative
deprivation is the basic, instigating condition for participants in collective violence”

As Aya (1979) notes, despite its popular use, the deprivation model has
been heavily criticized on methodological and empirical grounds, particularly for
failing to i) address important substantive questions relating to how discontented
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individuals come to undertake collective action, and ii) specify the conditions under
which expectations may be frustrated without producing violence. “[...] they simply
assume a direct connection between frustration and revolt, and thus beg the question
they profess to have answered” (Aya, 1979: 57). As discussed further on, despite its
obvious limitations, the deprivation model is commonly used to explain xenophobic
violence in South Africa.

The mobilization model

For present purposes, mobilization refers broadly to all strategies and activities aimed
at recruiting and persuading individuals to participate in collective action/violence.
Theories in this model were developed partly as a response to the above-outlined
conceptual and empirical limitations of the deprivation theories (Snyder, 1978).
The core argument of this approach is that it is the organization or mobilization of
discontent that triggers collective violence rather than just discontent or grievances
themselves (Snyder, 1978). The most prominent theories in this model include
resource mobilization, rationale choice, and elite manipulation theories.

The resource mobilization theory posits that collective action flows from
groups vying for political positions and advantages. It “is simply politics by other
means” (Useem, 1998: 216). According to this theory, collective violence is not, or
at least not only, a response to deprivation, particularly because that deprivation
and the resulting discontent are a “constant” that cannot adequately explain the
occurrence of collective violence only in certain places and at certain times (Piven
and Cloward, 1991). This is not to say that grievances or discontent are not important
or invoked but “they want political mobilization via association, formal or informal,
to be galvanised into action” (Aya, 1979: 49, see also Zald and McCarthy, 1979).

The rational choice theory conceives of collective violence as an act of collective
and rational decision makers that mobilize their followers and promote their causes
with the best available strategies informed by cognitive material and socio-political
resources at their disposal (Kitschelt, 1986). It stipulates that “an individual will join
collective violent action only when he expects the benefits of his participation to
exceed the costs; when the net value of doing so is positive, that is when benefits
of such activity outweigh costs” (Hechter et al., 1982: 442). The benefits ought not
only to be material or economic rewards. Social, political, “identitive” or emotive
incentives are equally important (Muller and Opp, 1986).

The central tenet of the elite manipulation theory is that collective violence
results from the manipulation of masses by the elites for their economic and
political interests. Understanding that “groups rarely organize themselves without
some sort of political leader that is able to harness and bring critical issues to the
forefront of individual consciousness” (Gerring, 2009: 12), elites often strategically
mobilize existing—or purposely created—popular discontent into collective action
to maximum political gain (Gerring, 2009). Elites can be elected or self-appointed
leaders, political party leaders or representatives of interest groups.
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In general, the mobilization model posits that the organization or mobilization
of discontent is a central explanatory variable, particularly insofar as it helps to
account for how individuals come to participate collectively (at the same place, time,
and often for the same purpose) in violent acts (Gerring, 2009). Despite its merits,
however, the model is not without its weaknesses. I argue that the model’s inability
to determine the specific societal conditions upon which successful mobilization
depends renders it an equally inadequate explanation for the occurrence of collective
violence. For example, while specifically stipulating that it is the mobilization of
discontent that triggers collective violence, the model fails to acknowledge collective
discontent as a key element in the collective violence causal chain.

In conclusion, the discussion above clearly shows that while dominant
theoretical models contribute to the understanding of collective violence, they fall
short when applied as sufficient explanations. Their main weakness lies in their
reductionist approach that attempts to explain collective violence solely in terms of
deprivation or mobilization. The causal factors they put forward are important but
neither works on its own, nor can these models provide a complete and adequate
explanation for the occurrence of collective violence. I agree with Sen (2008) who
opines that approaches to explaining violence should avoid isolationist models
because individual factors, no matter how important they are, cannot provide an
adequate understanding of the causation of such a complex phenomenon in isolation
of other societal conditions and processes. “A solitarist approach is, in general, a very
efficient way of misunderstanding nearly everyone [or everything] in the world”
(Sen, 2008: 7).

This article shows that both deprivation and mobilization are important
determinants of xenophobic violence but are not sufficient explanations when
applied individually or even in combination. They need supplementation, that is,
they require the effect of other indispensable determinants to produce incidents of
xenophobic violence.

Empirical explanations for xenophobic violence in South Africa

Existing causal explanations for xenophobic violence in South Africa can be grouped
into three main categories: i) economic and material, ii) historical, political and
institutional, and iii) psychosocial. Indeed, as Lau et al. (2010: 1) note, dominant
explanations for collective and xenophobic violence in South Africa characterize it
“(1) as a manifestation of social inequality and poverty; (ii) as a manifestation of a
‘culture of violence’ entrenched by a history of militarism; and (iii) as ‘symptomatic’
of historical trauma cultivated by the legacy of apartheid”

Economic and material explanations

Informed by poor socio-economic conditions and deprivation prevailing in most
of affected communities, economic and material explanations for xenophobic
violence in South Africa emphasize competition between citizens and immigrants
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over scarce resources and opportunities as the main cause of the violence (see for
example Dodson, 2010; Sempijja and Tewold, 2020; Misago et al, 2021; Mongale,
2022; Olofinbiyi, 2022). More specific accounts often draw attention to inequality,
poverty, unemployment and other particular aspects of material deprivation caused
by discriminatory policies and practices of the apartheid regime but also by the new
government’s service delivery failures (see for example Crush et al., 2008 and Claassen,
2017). Similarly, Sempijja and Mongale (2022: 1) argue that “xenophobic attacks in
South Africa were triggered by drivers such as income inequality, inter-group hatred,
racism, poverty, unemployment and competition for resources, the quest for social
justice emanating from historical socio-economic grievances” Further, Tewold
(2020) explains xenophobic violence using the realistic conflict theory and argues
that the violence is a result of intergroup competition over scarce resources.

In line with Tilly’s observation that “analysts often refer to large-scale
causes (poverty, widespread frustration, extremism, resource competition and so
on) proposing them as necessary or sufficient conditions for whole episodes of
collective violence” (Tilly, 2003: 20), these explanations are evidently informed by
the deprivation theoretical model outlined earlier. Echoing the limitations of the
model, I agree with Crush et al (2008: 16) that “[W]hile there is an understandable
reductionist tendency to view anti-foreign violence as a direct product of the material
deprivation and competition amongst poor South Africans, this does not explain
why all poor communities did not explode in May 2008”; and with Tshitereke (1999:
4) that “violence is not an inevitable outcome of relative deprivation”

However, despite the lack of definitive empirical backing, economic and
material explanations for collective and xenophobic violence persist because the
connection between poverty and group violence seems obvious, particularly when
violence occurs in poor and unequal societies as it often does. As Sen (2008: 8) puts it:

[...] the connection has appeared to be so obviously credible that the paucity
of definitive empirical evidence has not discouraged the frequent invoking of
this way of understanding the recurrence of violence in countries with much
poverty and inequality.[...] The claim that poverty is responsible for group
violence draws on an oversimplification of empirical connections that are far
from universal.

I further agree with Sen that “It would be a huge mistake to see economic inequality
and poverty as being automatically responsible for violence—indeed, it would be just
as serious a mistake as the assumption that inequality and poverty have nothing to do
with the possibility of violence” (Sen, 2008: 14). Economic and material deprivation
can therefore only be one element among many in the collective violence (or in this
case xenophobic violence) causal chain.
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Historical, political and institutional explanations

For many analysts, the causes of the xenophobic violence in South Africa lie in factors
related to the country’s past and current political and institutional configurations,
which shaped and continue to shape “the coding of unregulated (and even regulated)
human mobility as a threat to insiders’ economic and physical well-being and national
(or even sub-national) achievement” (Landau, 2011: 5; see also Misago and Landau,
2022). The factors often cited include the legacy of apartheid, the impact of post-
apartheid nation-building efforts and “the failure of national rebirth” (Landau, 2011).

Citizen Rights in Africa Initiative (CRAI) (2009), for instance, argues that the
legacy of apartheid and isolation created a fertile ground for xenophobic violence
in several ways: i) it created radicalized notions of identity, ii) enforced separation
among different populations including isolating South Africans from the rest of the
continent, and iii) institutionalized violence as a means of communicating grievances
and achieving political ends (see also Jaynes, 2008). Further, arguing that African
immigrants in South Africa live in “post-apartheid apartheid,” Kaziboni (2022: 209)
explains the ongoing xenophobic violence in contemporary South Africa as a result
of the use and normalisation of violence originating from apartheid’s racist past.

Analysts who link xenophobic violence to the post-apartheid nation-building
efforts argue, for example, that post-apartheid immigration policies and practices
have reinforced “a deep suspicion of those who move” (Landau, 2011: 5) and have
constructed the foreigner as the “violable alien” (Misago et al 2009; see also Dodson,
2010: 6) in trying to build a new national identity and protect the new citizenry
(Peberdy, 2009; Misago and Landau, 2022). Regarding the failure of national rebirth,
analysts argue that the violence against foreign nationals is caused by the government’s
fajlure to realise citizens’ social and economic rights since 1994, that is, the failure of
the government to meet post-apartheid expectations regarding economic conditions
and service delivery (CoRMSA, 2008; CRAL 2009).

In sum, it is only logical to note that, while valuable in providing a relevant
context, historical, political and institutional factors alone cannot account for the
variations in occurrence and intensity of xenophobic violence. Like economic
and material conditions, these factors are longstanding and common in many
South African communities or areas that have not experienced a single incident of
xenophobic violence to date.

Psychosocial explanations

Analysts also put forward psychosocial factors as explanations for the ongoing
xenophobic violence in South Africa. One of these factors is “cultural stereotyping”
that results from South Africans’ new direct contact with foreign Africans (Dodson,
2010). According to Harris (2002), mutual stereotyping between South Africans and
foreigners essentializes and exaggerates cultural differences and thus gives rise to
prejudice and conflict. Another factor put forward is the “culture of violence” Some
analysts see collective and xenophobic violence in South Africa as a manifestation
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of a “culture of violence” entrenched by a history of militarism (Lau et al., 2010).
Another related explanation is “historical trauma” cultivated by the apartheid legacy
(Seedat, 2010). According to Lau et al. (2010: 7), “xenophobic violence, a peculiar
form of ‘black-on-black’ violence, represents the spill over of repressed trauma, as
manifest in the transfer of anger and hatred of the former ‘colonial masters’ onto an
equally or more vulnerable ‘other’ through physical acts of denigration”

In a similar vein, using Freudian political psychology to explain xenophobic
violence in South Africa, Olofinbiyi (2022: 198) argues that “ [...] a battered
psychological mind frame resulting from apartheid dehumanisation is an intriguing
causal factor for the violent behaviour of South African xenophobes towards foreign
nationals” and that “[...] the painful memory of apartheid is a trigger factor for
recurrent xenophobic violence against immigrants in South Africa” (Olofinbiyi,
2022:199).

Once again, these factors provide a valuable understanding of underlying
conditions but are not sufficient explanations because of empirical evidence that
shows that the presence of foreign nationals in areas renowned for public violence
and violent crime does not necessarily lead to the foreigners’ violent exclusion and
that xenophobic violence in South Africa is not exclusively a “black-on-black” affair
(Tewold, 2020).

As the discussion above clearly indicates, the proposed economic, political
and psychosocial explanations are valuable in analysing the conditions under
which xenophobic violence takes place. However, by implicitly claiming that the
causal factors they put forward are necessary and sufficient conditions for the
occurrence of xenophobic violence, they “falter when faced with empirical or logical
interrogation” (Landau, 2011: 3). In other words, they are not adequate explanations
for the occurrence of xenophobic violence. The reason for this is twofold. First, these
explanations maintain only a tenuous relationship with empirical reality. They lack
empirical backing as they do not (even attempt to) establish a direct empirical link
between common and longstanding conditions and the occurrence of violence in
specific communities, at specific times. In other words, they fail to identify and
clarify processes through which conditions and motives translate into collective
violent attacks. Second, they offer reductionist, one-factor causes to explain such a
complex social phenomenon and, as such, can be at best partial or incomplete (Sen,
2008). These explanations ultimately point to general elements of socio-economic
and political deprivation that are necessary but not sufficient conditions for the
occurrence of xenophobic violence. I attempt to address these shortcomings by
proposing the following multideterminant model.

A multideterminant model: Six determinants and their interconnectedness

This study finds that incidents of xenophobic violence are a result of complex
interconnections between six key determinants grouped into three layers of causality,
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namely underlying conditions, proximate causes and triggers. Underlying conditions
include i) socio-economic and political deprivation (hereafter deprivation), ii)
xenophobia and negative attitudes towards foreign nationals (hereafter xenophobia),
and iii) collective discontent. Proximate causes consist of iv) political economy or
politico-economic violence entrepreneurship (hereafter political economy), and v)
favourable governance (hereafter governance). Mobilization (vi) acts as a trigger.
I argue that i) these determinants and their interconnections in a value-added
process constitute the necessary and sufficient conditions for the occurrence of
xenophobic violence, and ii) this multideterminant model consequently provides
an adequate and comprehensive explanation of the xenophobic violence in South
Africa. The following provides a brief explanation of these determinants and their
interconnectedness. Readers will be referred to earlier work for detailed discussions
on individual determinants.

Socio-economic deprivation
As indicated earlier, xenophobic violence occurs mostly (albeit not exclusively) in poor
and economically marginalized informal settlements and townships where citizens
(many of whom are themselves internal migrants) and immigrants meet amid poor
living conditions and severe socio-economic deprivation. To varying degrees, residents
in areas covered in this research face longstanding, severe and worsening severe socio-
economic hardships and ills, including high rates of unemployment, poor service
delivery, poverty, overcrowding, high crime rates, violence, gangsterism, drug and
alcohol abuse, and general lack of livelihood opportunities (Misago et al., 2021).
Perhaps not surprisingly, socio-economic hardships lead to fierce competition
for scarce public services, livelihood resources and opportunities that often lead to
tensions and conflicts among individuals and groups, particularly between citizens
and foreign residents (Misago, 2016a). As this study finds, residents of violence-
affected areas perceive this competition as unfair and illegitimate and accuse foreign
residents of stealing what is legitimately theirs. A Mamelodi respondent, for example,
stated:

The issue of economy, our people are now saying these people are taking our
jobs, our spaza shops are now owned by people from outside the country.
Then there is this issue of services because; we are too many, they are using
our clinics and hospitals; we don’t have access to our facilities like we used to
previously. There is also this issue of crime, most of the time I see them on the
TV they are pastors and scamming our people and all those things that also
contributes to the tension.”

As Dodson (2010: 5) suggests, this resented competition produces an “ethnicised
political economy in which microeconomic friction is displaced into hate-filled

2 Interview with a Mamelodi resident, April 7, 2022.
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nationalism.” As discussed below, when blamed on the presence of outsiders (as often
is), widespread socio-economic deprivation provides fertile ground for xenophobic
violence as it, together with other factors, leads to collective discontent that often gets
mobilized for xenophobic violence.

Xenophobia and negative attitudes towards foreign nationals

In all studies areas, community members and their leaders generally hold strong
negative perceptions and attitudes towards foreign nationals whom they blame for
most of the socio-economic hardships outlined above. Residents perceive the presence
of foreign nationals as a threat to their lives and livelihoods. These sentiments are
common not only among residents of our study areas but also among South Africans
in general. Indeed, research consistently shows that these sentiments are widespread
and cut across race, class, gender, age, ethnic and religious divides (Nyamnjoh, 2006).
As an example, a 2020 HSRC survey reveals that 57% of the country’s population hold
negative attitudes towards immigrants, particularly those of African and Asian origin
(HSRC, 2020). A Dunoon respondent confirmed these native attitudes: “Yes, we live
with them, but I'm not going to lie, we are pretending [to like] each other. We believe
that the crimes that exist here would not exist if they were not here. We have the belief
that they are taking our jobs. They are cheap labour. This is the belief we have

These attitudes and strong resentment result from—and are in turn reinforced
by—constant scapegoating by the public, government officials and political leaders
who blame foreign nationals for service delivery failures, and for most of the country’s
socio-economic ills and hardships described above (UNHCR, 2015). Scapegoating
is a well-documented source of negative attitudes and resentment towards foreign
nationals in South Africa. Indeed, Human Rights Watch (HRW) indicates that many
African and Asian foreigners have been targets of xenophobia because they are “often
scapegoated for economic insecurity and government failures in delivering basic
services to its citizens ...” (HRW, 2020: 16; see also Crush et al., 2008). This is a typical
case predicted by the scapegoating theory that stipulates that “if a majority group
encounters difficult economic conditions, they often feel threatened by minorities,
especially if they are foreign” (Muswede and Mpofu, 2020: 276).

A 2018 survey revealed that “More than 1 in 10 adults living in South Africa
had not taken part in violent action against foreign nationals—but would be prepared
to do so [...]. The results of this study show that millions of ordinary South Africans
are prepared to engage in anti-immigrant behaviour” (Gordon, 2019: 2). Similarly,
a 2023 South African reconciliation barometer report (IJR, 2023: 32) indicates that,
in 2023, more than a quarter of South Africans indicated that they were “likely
or very likely to take action to prevent African migrants from moving into their
neighbourhood, operating a business in their area, or accessing jobs or government
services.” This clearly indicates that the pervasive xenophobic climate in the country
constitutes a “collective mental state” and builds on a psychological “raw material”

3 Interview with a Dunoon resident, March 14, 2022.
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mobilization for xenophobic violence (Bostock, 2010). By definition, xenophobia is
inevitably one of the determinants of xenophobic violence.

Collective discontent against foreign nationals

As mentioned above, a combination of severe socio-economic deprivation and
xenophobia are used to blame this deprivation on foreign nationals, which leads
to collective anger and discontent towards foreign nationals living in affected
communities. For purposes of this article, collective discontent refers to a widespread
feeling of dissatisfaction, anger shared by a group of people about certain aspects
of their lives and, particularly, about similar, longstanding and unresolved societal
issues. In this case, the unresolved concern and the object of the collective discontent
is the presence of foreign nationals perceived as a real and increasing threat to their
lives and livelihoods.

The framing of foreign nationals as a threat to national security and the well-
being of the citizenry mainly takes roots in the past and present socio-political
imaginaries and actions. Indeed, Misago and Landau (2022: 5) note that, drawing
on a rhetorical archive from the country’s colonial and apartheid past, the post-
apartheid government’s words and actions characterize the migrant as a demonised
category responsible for lack of national progress, and “an obstacle to addressing the
historical inequities and creating true freedom for a deserving citizenry” As indicated
earlier, the study finds that these feelings are firmly entrenched in the minds of
many members of local communities who believe that foreign nationals undermine
their socio-economic development and prosperity by stealing jobs and businesses
opportunities, overburdening or depleting public services, and committing most of
the crime in their areas. One Khayelitsha respondent, for example, expressed feelings
shared my many:

[...] most of our people are unemployed; people who work are foreign
nationals. Like the people of Zimbabwe or Lesotho. I would say that the people
in charge of the jobs are foreigners. I don’t want to hide that fact. That is the
problem. That is why we were saying let’s minimize these people [...] So, they
live a comfortable life. These are painful things for people. That can make a
mess at any time.

As discussed above, research evidence indicates that collective discontent against
foreign nationals is pervasive in many communities in South Africa. Many of these
discontented communities have not experienced xenophobic violence. In other
words, xenophobic violence occurs in some communities and not in others despite,
the shared collective discontent. This is evidence that collective discontent does
not always lead to collective violence (see also Postmes, 2019). The question then
is, under what conditions does collective discontent lead to collective violence or,
more specifically, under what conditions does collective discontent against foreign
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nationals translate into xenophobic violence in South Africa? The following section
answers this question by discussing how proximate causes and triggers build on this
collective discontent to produce incidents of xenophobic violence.

Political economy and micropolitics

Since 2008, this study has consistently shown that micropolitics and localised political
economy are a significant element or determinant in the xenophobic violence
causal chain. As I argue elsewhere, “xenophobic violence in post-apartheid South
Africa is primarily ‘politics by other means’ as its instrumental motives are located
in the localised political economy and micro-political processes at play in affected
communities” (Misago, 2017: 42). Indeed, this study finds that xenophobic violence
is in most cases organized/instigated by well-known local interest groups, such as
formal and informal leadership structures, civic associations, concerned resident
associations, local business and development forums, local political movements,
gangs and other interest groups, to further their own political and economic interests
(Misago, 2017; Misago and Landau, 2022).

These groups, often referred to as “violence entrepreneurs” (Guichaoua, 2013)
exploit or use the existing and well-known collective discontent against foreign
nationals to mobilize residents for xenophobic attacks for their own political and
economic interests. The finding is in line with the “elite manipulation theory” which
stipulates that elites often strategically mobilize existing—or purposely created—
popular discontent into collective action for maximum political and economic
gain. As an example, the case of the Dudula Movement in Alexandra township in
Johannesburg illustrates this point.

In March and May 2022, the Dudula Movement organized and led xenophobic
attacks that drove foreign nationals out of their houses and trading stalls in
Alexandra. Several people were injured, and foreign-owned trading stalls were
destroyed (Simelane, 2022). Despite the Movement’s claims that the attacks to remove
foreignness were meant to help local South Africans, there was evidence that this was
effectively a strategy of self-economic empowerment by its members. Respondents
indicated, for example, that Dudula Movement members forcefully evicted foreign
nationals from houses only to sell the houses back to the same people later or rent
them to other people. They evicted foreign nationals from trading stalls to give the
stalls to South Africans for a fee. While a former leader dismissed the idea that the
Dudula Movement received financial support from political parties, he confirmed
that it benefited economically by collecting money from residents. In his own words:
“No, we never received any money. The last time we got money from the traders was
when we removed all the illegal foreigners. After we removed them, we put South
Africans. I think for the period of six months those South Africans were giving us
R30 to trade™ (see Misago, 2017; Misago and Landau, 2022 for a detailed discussion
on the political economy as a driver of xenophobic violence in South Africa).

* Interview with a former Dudula Movement leader, December 2022.
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Mobilization as a trigger of xenophobic violence

As indicated above, “violence entrepreneurs” build on collective discontent to
mobilize community members for xenophobic attacks. Indeed, the study identifies
mobilization as an immediate trigger of xenophobic violence. For purposes of this
article, mobilization broadly refers to all activities, interactions and processes aimed
at recruiting and persuading individuals and groups to participate in collective
action. It refers to a process of bringing potential participants into action. It focuses
on instigators of the violence or “violence entrepreneurs” and their ability to assemble
individuals and get them to participate in collective action for a seemingly common/
collective goal (details in Misago, 2019a). Mobilization refers to “the process through
which violence entrepreneurs and followers seal temporary loyalties around a violent
enterprise” (Guichaoua 2013: 70).

In line with the mobilization theoretical model discussed earlier, this study
finds that, while various forms of social, economic and/or political grievances are
important elements in heightening tensions and creating collective discontent,
anger and resentment towards foreign nationals, it is the mobilization of this
discontent—and not the discontent itself—that triggers collective violent attacks
on South Africa’s foreign residents. Mobilization is the vital connective tissue
between discontent and collective violence. As a trigger, mobilization helps explain
the pathways from collective discontent and/or instrumental motives to collective
violent action. Collective discontent needs mobilization to trigger collective violence
action the same way dry grass needs a spark to ignite fire (Gleason, 2011). Instigators
of xenophobic violence in South Africa use various mobilization techniques and
processes that include “haranguing” and inciting crowds during mass community
meetings, mainstream and social media messages, spreading purposely engineered
rumours, appeals to community’s sense of solidarity and right to self-defence, setting
examples and asking community members to join, and hiring unemployed youths
to carry out the attacks. For example, in Alexandra (a township in Johannesburg),
mobilizing for the May 2008 violence against foreign nationals was the work of the
local community leaders who called a mass community meeting where the decision
to attack and remove foreign nationals from the area was taken, and after which
attacks immediately started. One respondent stated:

The decision to remove foreigners was taken at a meeting held at the police
station. There was also a community leader who issued a statement that people
must decide on how they deal with someone who has entered his kraal and
taken his cattle. This statement for me started the violence. People agreed with
community leaders that foreigners must leave. People said “from this very
moment we are going to remove foreigners. We no longer want them here”
Then attacks immediately started.”

5 Interview with an Alexandra resident, June 2, 2009.
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For a detailed empirical and theoretical analysis of mobilization as a trigger of
xenophobic violence in South Africa, see Misago (2019a).

Governance as a political opportunity structure for xenophobic violence

Using the most similar systems methodological approach, this study identified local
governance as the most significant distinguishing factor to explain the occurrence
or absence of xenophobic violence in communities or locations with similar socio-
economic conditions and similar collective discontent against foreign nationals.
Here, “local governance” refers “to all formal and informal systems of order in a
given locality or polity, i.e. the integration of—or interaction between—all localised
systems of controls (social, economic, normative, legal, and political) and leadership,
authority and power regimes” (Misago, 2019b: 59).

The study indeed provides evidence that xenophobic violence occurs in places
where local governance provides a favourable “micro-political opportunity structure”
that facilitates the occurrence of the violence in two ways: i) in many cases, official
local authority facilitates and is directly involved in the violence, and ii) in areas
where official authority is weak or absent, other violence entrepreneurs are provided
with an opportunity to act. The study also finds that, despite the presence of other
determinants, particularly collective discontent and mobilization efforts, xenophobic
violence does not occur in places where local governance does not provide the needed
favourable political opportunity structure (Misago, 2016a; Misago, 2019b; Monson,
2011). As Monson (2011: 189) confirms:

[...] the spread of [xenophobic] violence appeared to depend on the strength
of leadership institutions in the surrounding areas. Arguably, more strongly
democratic forms of leadership created firebreaks against the conflagration,
while adjacent areas of weakly institutionalised leadership or leadership
autonomous from the state presented softer boundaries, more easily penetrated
both by political instigators and by the depoliticised spread of recidivism.

In these areas, local governance constrains rather than facilitates the occurrence
of xenophobic violence. These cases are evidence that mobilization for xenophobic
violence does not succeed without a favourable political opportunity structure
provided by local governance. Governance is therefore a significant determinant of
xenophobic violence in South Africa, as it is a defining intervening variable between
mobilization and the occurrence of the violence (see Misago, 2019b for a detailed
discussion on this determinant).

To sum up, this section discusses six key determinants (deprivation,
xenophobia, collective discontent, political economy, mobilization and governance)
that need to be present—and interconnections that need to take place—for
xenophobic violence to occur. It is these determinants and their interconnections
that I term “the multideterminant model” of xenophobic violence in South Africa.
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Figure 1 below presents a graphic display of this model. The display is followed by a
brief explanation.

Figure 1 "Multideterminant model” of xenophobic violence in South Africa
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Widespread deprivation and pervasive xenophobia lead to collective discontent and
strong resentment towards foreign nationals. Regarding political economy, local
violence entrepreneurs exploit existing and well-known collective discontent against
foreign nationals to mobilize residents for xenophobic attacks for their own political
and economic interests. Localised political economy—or instrumental motives of
violence entrepreneurs—acts as an intervening variable between collective discontent
and mobilization. For mobilization, violence entrepreneurs use different mobilization
techniques to trigger attacks on foreign nationals. They bring aggrieved community
members together and stir them into a collective violent act to remove what they
perceive to be the source of their discontent. It is the mobilization of discontent that
triggers xenophobic violence. In terms of governance, favourable local governance
provides mobilization with the micro-political opportunity structure it needs to
take place, and eventually succeeds in triggering xenophobic violence. Governance
acts as a defining intervening variable between mobilization and the occurrence of
xenophobic violence as it alters the nature of their relationship depending on whether
it acts as a facilitating or a thwarting agent.

The value-added process, as shown in Figure 1, reflects the determinants
outlined above and how they interact in a value-added process to lead to the
occurrence of xenophobic violence. Each determinant plays an indispensable role
and adds its contribution to the contributions of other determinants. Each must be
present for the next to assume the status of a determinant (see also Smelser, 1963).
I argue that an incident of xenophobic violence would normally not happen if any
of these determinants were absent. This means that none of these determinants can
explain xenophobic violence on their own, but together, interacting in a value-added
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process, they constitute the necessary and sufficient conditions for a xenophobic
violence incident to occur. I agree with Sen (2008: 15) that “none of these individual
influences, important as they very often are in a fuller picture, can provide an adequate
understanding of the causation of widespread violence. [...] The interconnections
are as important as the elements that have to be connected” I therefore argue that
this multideterminant model provides a comprehensive, theoretically informed and
empirically based explanation for xenophobic violence in South Africa. By doing so,
the model makes its own case by i) highlighting the need for an integrated empirical
and theoretical model for xenophobic violence, and ii) making even more evident
the poverty or incompleteness of existing, mono-causal empirical explanations and
reductionist theoretical models.

CONCLUSION

Drawing on extensive and comparative qualitative data from a nearly two-decade
long and ongoing research, this article responds to inadequacies and limitations of
current causal explanations for xenophobic violence in South Africa. It argues that
the poverty of existing explanatory models lies in a twofold repertoire of analytical
blind spots: i) many lack empirical backing; ii) others are incomplete due to their
reductionist approach. To address these shortcomings, this article proposes an
empirically based and theoretically informed multideterminant (explanatory) model,
which identifies and analyses the roles of—and interconnections between—six key
determinants, namely: i) socio-economic and political deprivation, ii) xenophobic
beliefs, iii) collective discontent, iv) political economy, v) mobilization, and vi)
governance. I argue that i) these determinants and their interconnections in a value-
added process constitute the necessary and sufficient conditions for the occurrence
of xenophobic violence, and ii) this multideterminant model consequently provides
an adequate and comprehensive explanation of the xenophobic violence in South
Africa.

In addition to its scholarly contributions, this article has potential policy/
practical relevance and implications. By clearly identifying the main and critical
elements of the causal chain, the study implicitly identifies critical areas where
intervention efforts could be targeted in order to stop ongoing, and prevent future,
xenophobic violence in South Africa. Empirical evidence from this study indicates
that responses and intervention strategies to address xenophobic violence in South
Africa have largely been ineffective because they are not evidence-based, that is,
they are not informed by a clear understanding of key causal factors or determinants
(Misago, 2016b). A clear understanding of the elements of the violence causal chain
and their modes of interaction could help relevant stakeholders to design more
effective intervention strategies. Stakeholders with different mandates and capacities
could easily identify intervention areas where their efforts are most needed and are
likely to have an impact.
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