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Abstract 

This paper argues that xenophobic discourse in post-apartheid South 
Africa reflects a complex interplay between sustained rhetorical strategies 
and more profound sociopolitical anxieties related to citizenship, 
belonging, and economic precarity. Drawing on critical discourse analysis 
and socio-cognitive theory, the study explores how metaphors, labels, and 
narrative frames construct the “other” in ways that legitimise exclusion, 
rationalise violence, and reassert nationalist identity. The paper analyses 
political speeches, media discourse, and protest slogans and demonstrates 
that xenophobia cannot be reduced to material deprivation or policy 
failure alone. Rather, it is embedded in a rhetorical tradition that draws its 
force from unresolved tensions in South Africa’s democratic promise. The 
findings reveal how discursive constructions shape and reflect national 
anxieties, offering insight into the symbolic struggles over who belongs 
and who does not in a transforming postcolonial society. 

Keywords: Discourse; framing; foreigner; rhetoric; xenophobia; post-
Mandela; South Africa. 

 

Introduction 

South Africa’s democratic transition in 1994 was hailed globally as a 
triumph of reconciliation and human rights. Under the leadership of Nelson 
Mandela, the country embraced a unifying national ethos captured in the 
imagery of the "Rainbow Nation," a hopeful metaphor for a multicultural, 
inclusive society built on equality, dignity, and freedom. Yet, in the 
decades following this optimistic reimagining, the democratic dispensation 
has faced severe challenges. Among the most persistent and disturbing of 
these is the recurring phenomenon of xenophobic violence, mainly 
directed at African and, to a lesser extent, Asian migrants. These incidents 
expose deep fractures in South Africa’s socio-political fabric and raise 
critical questions about the contradictions between official narratives of 
inclusivity and lived experiences of exclusion. 
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Xenophobia in South Africa is neither random nor spontaneous. It has 
occurred with alarming regularity, most notably in 2008, 2015, and 2019, 
and is often accompanied by inflammatory language that casts foreign 
nationals as criminals, economic parasites, or threats to national 
sovereignty. The 2008 attacks alone left more than 60 people dead and 
over 100,000 displaced (Misago et al., 2010: 3). Despite public 
condemnation by political leaders, xenophobic sentiment continues to 
thrive, often finding expression in both subtle and overt forms of rhetoric 
across political speeches, policy documents, media commentary, and 
social media platforms. The gap between official denouncements and the 
discursive framing of migrants suggests that rhetoric plays a far more 
central role in shaping societal attitudes than is often acknowledged. 

This paper argues that xenophobia in post-Mandela South Africa must be 
understood not merely as a response to material deprivation or weak 
immigration policy but as a product of sustained and strategic rhetorical 
practices. These practices draw on and reinforce narratives of belonging 
and exclusion, creating a symbolic boundary between “South Africans” 
and “foreigners” — mainly black African migrants. The label “foreigner” in 
this context is racially and politically loaded, typically applied not to white 
expatriates or Western tourists but to black migrants from countries such 
as Zimbabwe, Nigeria, Somalia, and the Democratic Republic of Congo 
(Landau, 2011: 2). These individuals are often framed in ways that strip 
them of human complexity, reducing them to figures of threat or burden. 

Central to this study is the understanding that language is not a neutral or 
passive medium but an active site of ideological struggle. Drawing on the 
theoretical work of Norman Fairclough (1995) and Teun van Dijk (1993), 
the paper employs critical discourse analysis (CDA) to uncover how 
xenophobic ideologies are encoded in public rhetoric and legitimised 
through familiar tropes, metaphors, and narrative structures. For instance, 
migrants are frequently portrayed as a “flood” overwhelming public 
services or as “criminals” undermining law and order — framings that both 
dehumanise and justify exclusionary action (Charteris-Black, 2006: 569; 
Nyamnjoh, 2006: 43). 

The rise of nationalist rhetoric in post-apartheid South Africa, often under 
the banner of “South Africans first” or “Operation Dudula,” has further 
amplified these discursive patterns. Political actors and grassroots 
movements have leveraged populist sentiments, frequently scapegoating 
migrants for socio-economic challenges such as unemployment, housing 
shortages, and crime. This scapegoating is rarely interrogated within 
mainstream discourse despite empirical studies that challenge the causal 
link between immigration and local hardship (Crush & Ramachandran, 
2014: 6–7). Instead, rhetorical strategies operate to naturalise 
xenophobic sentiments, embedding them within the language of 
patriotism, justice, and sovereignty. 
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This paper, therefore, seeks to analyse how the figure of the “foreigner” is 
framed in South African public discourse in the post-Mandela era, with 
particular attention to political speeches, media reporting, and civil society 
commentary. It interrogates the intersection of rhetoric, identity, and 
power, asking: How is the foreigner discursively constructed in post-
apartheid South Africa? What are the dominant rhetorical strategies used 
to legitimise exclusion? And how do these discourses reflect broader 
anxieties around nationhood, citizenship, and belonging? By addressing 
these questions, the study contributes to a growing body of literature that 
treats xenophobia not as a spontaneous or irrational outburst but as a 
systematic and ideologically loaded practice shaped by language. 

Ultimately, this research aims to deepen our understanding of how 
discourse functions as a form of social action that reflects and produces 
the conditions under which violence and exclusion can occur. It also offers 
critical insights into the fragility of post-apartheid identity and the 
complex, often contradictory ways in which South Africa continues to 
grapple with the legacies of colonialism, apartheid, and neoliberalism. 

Literature Review 

The study of xenophobia in South Africa has grown substantially over the 
past two decades, particularly in response to repeated outbreaks of 
violence and the persistence of anti-immigrant sentiment. Existing 
literature explores xenophobia through various lenses: 
structural/materialist explanations, psychological or cultural analyses, and 
discourse-based approaches. This review situates the current study within 
the discourse-analytic tradition while drawing from broader insights into 
nationalism, post-apartheid identity, and the politics of belonging. 

Structural and Socio-Economic Explanations of Xenophobia 

Many scholars locate the roots of xenophobia in South Africa’s acute 
structural inequalities, arguing that competition over limited resources 
such as jobs, housing, and public services often fuels hostility toward 
foreign nationals. Crush and Ramachandran (2010: 211) argue that 
xenophobic attitudes are exacerbated by poverty and unemployment, 
particularly in urban informal settlements where South Africans and 
migrants live in close proximity. Similarly, Harris (2002: 170) contends 
that the perception of foreigners as "job-stealers" and "queue-jumpers" is 
not only widespread but frequently underpins local frustrations with state 
failure to deliver services. 

While these arguments provide valuable insights into the material 
conditions that shape xenophobic sentiment, they often overlook the 
symbolic and discursive work involved in constructing migrants as 
scapegoats. As Neocosmos (2006: 84) notes, structural explanations must 
be complemented by analysing the ideological and political logic through 
which violence and exclusion are legitimated. 
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Nationalism, Identity, and the Myth of the Rainbow Nation 

The rise of xenophobia in post-apartheid South Africa is often seen as a 
betrayal of the democratic ideals espoused during the Mandela era. 
However, critical scholars have questioned the durability and inclusivity of 
the “Rainbow Nation” discourse. For example, Mbembe (2015: 5) argues 
that South African nationalism has remained deeply insular and parochial, 
shaped by an exclusionary logic that equates belonging with indigeneity 
and citizenship with entitlement. This tendency, according to Landau 
(2011: 6), produces a form of "socio-spatial nationalism" in which foreign 
African bodies are perceived as "out of place" and therefore disposable. 

This exclusionary nationalism is not unique to South Africa but is 
intensified by the country's specific history of racialised citizenship under 
apartheid. The legacy of racially segmented access to space, rights, and 
recognition has not disappeared; instead, it has been reconfigured 
through new binaries — citizen/foreigner, insider/outsider — which 
continue to structure social relations (Geschiere, 2009: 19). In this way, 
xenophobia can be seen as a post-apartheid expression of unfinished 
nation-building and unresolved anxieties about who truly belongs. 

The Role of Media and Political Rhetoric 

Several studies have highlighted the media’s role in amplifying xenophobic 
sentiment through sensationalist headlines, biased reporting, and the use 
of alarmist metaphors. Danso and McDonald (2001: 125) demonstrate 
that South African media often portray African migrants as criminals or 
disease carriers, reinforcing stereotypes and legitimising their exclusion. 
Similarly, Hadland (2008: 18) finds that mainstream and tabloid outlets 
rely heavily on tropes of invasion and contamination when reporting on 
migration, particularly during social tension. 

Political discourse, too, has been complicit in fuelling xenophobia. 
Statements by prominent politicians have frequently scapegoated 
migrants, either implicitly or explicitly, for the country’s socio-economic 
challenges. For example, in 2015, then Deputy Police Minister Maggie 
Sotyu linked crime to undocumented foreigners (News24, 2015), while 
Herman Mashaba, former mayor of Johannesburg, repeatedly blamed 
migrants for urban disorder and criminality (Crush et al., 2017: 31). 
These framings are not isolated but reflect a broader pattern in which 
migrants are discursively positioned as threats to sovereignty and 
stability. 

Discursive Approaches to Xenophobia 

Critical discourse analysis (CDA) offers a powerful lens for examining how 
language produces and sustains xenophobic ideologies. van Dijk (1993: 
267) argues that elite discourse — including political speeches and media 
texts — plays a central role in reproducing racism and exclusion. Through 
rhetorical strategies such as metaphor, euphemism, presupposition, and 
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nomination, discourse shapes public understanding of social groups and 
events. 

Fairclough (1995: 88) similarly emphasises the role of discourse in 
legitimising social hierarchies and inequalities. In the South African 
context, these insights have been taken up by scholars such as Chiumbu 
and Mpofu (2017: 61), who analyse how nationalist populist discourse 
frames migrants as "undeserving outsiders." Metaphors of “flooding,” 
“swamping,” or “invasion” are particularly common, presenting migration 
not as a human movement but as a natural disaster requiring defensive 
action (Charteris-Black, 2006: 570). 

Such discursive framings are not merely rhetorical flourishes; they have 
real-world effects. As Jansen (2009: 38) observes, dehumanising 
discourse creates conditions in which violence against the “other” becomes 
thinkable, even justifiable. Therefore, the language used in political and 
media narratives is critical in shaping public sentiment and state policy 
toward migrants. 

Historical and Colonial Legacies of Xenophobia 

A growing body of literature points to the longer genealogies of exclusion 
that predate the democratic transition of 1994. While xenophobia is often 
framed as a post-apartheid problem, scholars such as Mamdani (2001: 
135) and Mbembe (2001: 15) argue that its roots lie in colonial and 
apartheid-era regimes of classification, boundary-making, and racialised 
governance. The apartheid state’s obsession with ethnic essentialism and 
territorial separation laid the groundwork for contemporary 
understandings of citizenship, belonging, and “foreignness.” 

In apartheid South Africa, migrant labour was essential to the economy, 
but black migrants from neighbouring countries were always treated as 
temporary, expendable, and non-belonging (Crush, 1996: 11). This legacy 
has persisted in the post-apartheid public consciousness, where African 
migrants are often viewed as illegitimate occupants of South African space 
— tolerated at best and violently expelled at worst. According to 
Nyamnjoh (2006: 45), contemporary xenophobia must be understood as 
part of a larger colonial matrix of power that continues to shape the South 
African state’s attitudes toward the African Other. 

Pan-Africanism and the Crisis of African Solidarity 

Another important strand in the literature critiques the erosion of Pan-
African ideals in post-apartheid South Africa. Mandela, Mbeki, and other 
leaders once championed African solidarity as a cornerstone of South 
Africa’s foreign and domestic policy. However, scholars such as Ndlovu-
Gatsheni (2013: 121) and Zeleza (2006: 14) note a widening gap 
between these ideals and the everyday realities of African migrants living 
in South Africa. 
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The contradiction is striking: a country that positions itself as a leader on 
the continent simultaneously cultivates and tolerates narratives that 
demonise fellow Africans. Sithole (2014: 56) argues that South Africa’s 
leadership has failed to translate Pan-African rhetoric into inclusive 
practices at home, allowing nationalism to trump continental solidarity. 
This disconnect reinforces the idea that the foreign African is 
fundamentally out of place within the imagined South African nation. 

Grassroots and Vernacular Expressions of Xenophobia 

While much of the literature focuses on elite discourse, political rhetoric, 
and mainstream media, recent studies have turned their attention to 
grassroots and vernacular forms of xenophobia. These include the 
informal discourses in township gossip, street-level activism, and digital 
media platforms. According to Nyar and Wray (2012: 3), xenophobia is 
not confined to moments of violence but is “slow violence” expressed in 
everyday interactions, micro-aggressions, and symbolic exclusions. 

Research by Amisi et al. (2011: 19) reveals that in many urban 
communities, xenophobic attitudes are reinforced through shared 
narratives of distrust, often spread through churches, local schools, and 
taxi associations. These narratives frequently invoke notions of moral 
corruption, spiritual contamination, or economic sabotage, framing the 
foreigner as an existential threat to livelihoods and the community’s moral 
and cultural order.  

This body of literature adds nuance to the study of xenophobia by 
illustrating that it is not simply top-down but bottom-up, sustained by 
collective memory, local mythologies, and everyday language. It also 
underscores the importance of studying formal texts, oral narratives, 
WhatsApp chains, graffiti, and informal slogans. 

The Role of Digital and Social Media in Amplifying Xenophobic 
Rhetoric 

Digital platforms have emerged as significant spaces for the circulation 
and intensification of xenophobic discourse in South Africa. Platforms such 
as Twitter, Facebook, and WhatsApp are increasingly used to mobilise 
anti-migrant sentiment, spread disinformation, and organise campaigns 
such as #PutSouthAfricansFirst and Operation Dudula. As Bosch (2017: 
23) argues, digital media both democratise discourse and intensify 
polarisation, creating echo chambers where exclusionary ideologies are 
rarely challenged. 

Ndlela and Salawu (2020: 90) observe that digital xenophobia often 
adopts the language of patriotism and justice, using hashtags and memes 
to create the illusion of moral legitimacy. These forms of "participatory 
nationalism" bypass traditional gatekeepers like editors and broadcasters, 
enabling the rapid dissemination of hate speech disguised as political 
critique. 
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Moreover, the affective dynamics of digital media — the ways they 
provoke outrage, fear, or belonging — make them fertile ground for the 
emotional intensification of xenophobic rhetoric. This complicates attempts 
to regulate hate speech and raises urgent questions about freedom of 
expression, surveillance, and digital ethics in contemporary South African 
society. 

Intersections of Gender, Class, and Xenophobia 

Another emerging theme in the literature is the intersectional nature of 
xenophobic discourse. Xenophobia does not affect all migrants equally. 
Women, particularly African migrant women, often face unique forms of 
gendered xenophobia, including sexual violence, exploitation, and 
stereotyping as prostitutes or "homewreckers" (Sigsworth et al., 2008: 5). 
These stereotypes are often embedded in patriarchal discourses about 
purity, family, and national identity. 

Class also plays a decisive role. As Hassim et al. (2008: 12) note, 
xenophobic violence is most prevalent in poor, densely populated urban 
areas where competition for resources is fierce. However, the political and 
media elites craft the narratives that justify this violence. The discursive 
construction of migrants as “illegals,” “hustlers,” or “invaders” legitimises 
not only violence but also exclusion from healthcare, education, and 
labour rights. 

By attending to the intersections of race, gender, class, and nation, 
scholars such as Moyo (2010: 122) and Matsinhe (2011: 295) remind us 
that xenophobia is a multi-layered phenomenon — one that must be 
analysed through an intersectional and context-specific lens. 

Gaps and Contributions 

While a growing body of work examines xenophobic discourse in South 
Africa, few studies offer a longitudinal and comparative analysis across 
multiple domains — political, media, and grassroots rhetoric — with 
attention to how these discourses evolve and interact. Moreover, there 
remains a need to critically interrogate the affective dimensions of this 
rhetoric: how it mobilises fear, resentment, and nationalist pride. 

This paper seeks to address these gaps by providing a discourse-focused 
analysis of xenophobic rhetoric in the post-Mandela era, grounded in CDA 
and informed by theories of nationalism, postcolonial identity, and political 
communication. It contributes to the growing recognition that xenophobia 
is not simply a result of socio-economic failure but also a linguistic and 
ideological project rooted in the struggle over who belongs in the post-
apartheid nation. 

Theoretical Framework 
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This study is grounded in Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), drawing 
particularly on the work of Norman Fairclough (1995) and Teun van Dijk 
(1993), who emphasise the role of language in the (re)production of social 
power, inequality, and ideology. CDA allows for an interrogation of how 
rhetorical strategies — such as metaphor, presupposition, and lexical 
choice — contribute to the construction of “foreignness” and the 
legitimation of xenophobic attitudes. Van Dijk’s (1993: 267) framework is 
especially useful for analysing elite discourse, including political speeches 
and media texts, which often encode exclusionary ideologies in seemingly 
neutral language. Through CDA, the study reveals how discourse reflects 
xenophobic sentiment and actively shapes and sustains it within 
institutional, political, and public domains. 

Additionally, the study draws on Framing Theory as Entman (1993) 
developed, which posits how issues are linguistically and symbolically 
presented — or “framed” — and affect how the public understands them. 
Framing plays a central role in the construction of the migrant “other,” 
influencing what is emphasised (e.g., crime, illegality) and what is omitted 
(e.g., shared humanity, economic contribution). By integrating CDA and 
Framing Theory, this paper examines how dominant narratives around 
migration mobilise nationalist sentiments, justify exclusion, and cultivate 
affective responses such as fear, resentment, and moral panic. This 
combined approach provides a critical lens through which to assess how 
language becomes a tool of social differentiation and political mobilisation 
in post-apartheid South Africa. 

Methodology 

This study employs a qualitative research design, using Critical Discourse 
Analysis (CDA) as the primary method to examine how rhetoric 
contributes to the construction and normalisation of xenophobic discourse 
in post-Mandela South Africa. CDA is particularly suited for this inquiry as 
it explores the ideological underpinnings of language and how discourse 
reflects and reinforces power relations (Fairclough, 1995: 2; van Dijk, 
1993: 254). The analysis focuses on identifying patterns of 
representation, rhetorical strategies, and discursive structures that frame 
African migrants as “others,” with attention to how these framings vary 
across different sociopolitical contexts and communicative platforms. 

The corpus consists of a purposive sample of public texts, including 
political speeches, media articles, and social media content produced 
between 2008 and 2022, marked by notable xenophobic incidents. Key 
sources include speeches from political figures (e.g., mayors, ministers, 
and party leaders), newspaper headlines and opinion pieces from 
prominent outlets like The Daily Sun, Sowetan Live, and News24, as well 
as social media campaigns such as #PutSouthAfricansFirst. Texts were 
selected based on their reach, influence, and relevance to periods of 
heightened xenophobic discourse. Data was coded thematically using 
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categories informed by CDA, such as lexicalisation, intertextuality, 
metaphor, and actor representation. 

Ethical considerations were observed throughout the study, particularly in 
treating online content and media sources involving sensitive topics. 
Where applicable, the identities of non-public individuals on social media 
were anonymised. The goal is not to generalise findings across all forms of 
public discourse but to offer a critical and illustrative account of how 
language constructs the “foreigner” as a threat figure, thereby shaping 
public sentiment and legitimising exclusionary attitudes and actions. 

Analysis and Discussion 

The analysis of xenophobic discourse in contemporary South Africa—
especially as it pertains to the framing of African migrants—reveals a 
deeply entrenched pattern of linguistic othering, ideological polarisation, 
and socio-political scapegoating. Drawing from the coded themes 
presented in Appendix A, it is evident that xenophobia in political and 
media discourse is not merely a sporadic outburst of prejudice but a 
structured and strategic narrative embedded in everyday language, policy, 
and identity formation. Xenophobic rhetoric is not simply expressive; it is 
constitutive. It builds public consciousness around perceived threats and 
shapes policy responses, reinforcing exclusion. 

1. Constructing the “Foreigner” as a Threat to National 
Order 

One of the most pervasive themes is the metaphorical construction of 
migrants as a threat to the social fabric. Lexical items such as “flood,” 
“influx,” “swarming,” and “ticking time bomb” are used to suggest a 
violent, unmanageable force that must be contained. This framing taps 
into what van Dijk (1993) terms the “ideological square,” reinforcing the 
binary of 'us' (lawful citizens) versus 'them' (dangerous outsiders). It also 
justifies exceptional state actions, such as mass deportations or using 
force in informal settlements, as necessary responses to an existential 
crisis. 

Herman Mashaba’s use of “ticking time bomb” was not accidental—it 
reflects a carefully cultivated public narrative in which the migrant 
embodies crisis. By normalising fear and anxiety, this discursive 
construction creates fertile ground for vigilante action, policy hardening, 
and the erosion of human rights under the guise of national security. 

2. Criminalisation and the Lexicon of Moral Panic 

The criminalisation of African migrants is central to xenophobic discourse. 
Terms such as “illegal foreigners,” “drug dealers,” and “human traffickers” 
serve a dual function: they dehumanise migrants while simultaneously 
absolving the state of responsibility. This lexicon turns the issue of 
migration from one of governance to one of criminal justice. Migrants are 
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not people navigating borders; they are presumed criminals encroaching 
on sovereign space. 

This framing creates what Stuart Hall (1997) refers to as a “moral 
panic”—a situation in which the figure of the migrant is cast as the source 
of all social ills, thus allowing for disproportionate and often violent 
responses. Such moral panics pave the way for restrictive immigration 
laws and justify the neglect or abuse of migrant communities. 

3. Economic Competition and the Zero-Sum Narrative 

Economic hardship in post-apartheid South Africa is often narrativised 
through a zero-sum lens where migrants are framed as taking scarce 
resources from the native population. Lexical constructions such as “they 
take our jobs,” “they steal RDP houses,” and “they undercut local traders” 
are not just complaints—they are discursive strategies that convert 
structural inequality into interpersonal conflict. 

This narrative erases systemic failures in housing, education, and labour 
by locating the problem in a scapegoated out-group. It reproduces 
economic anxiety in a politically exploitable and socially divisive form. 
Despite empirical evidence that migrants often create employment and 
contribute to local economies (Crush & Ramachandran, 2014), this 
rhetoric persists because it appeals to deep-seated frustrations and offers 
a simplistic explanation for complex problems. 

4. Patriotism and the Nationalist Lexicon of Exclusion 

Xenophobic discourse frequently borrows from nationalist rhetoric to 
present exclusion as an act of patriotism. Expressions such as “South 
Africans first,” “defend our borders,” and “our country” construct a moral 
geography in which belonging is tied to national origin. This ideological 
framework redefines citizenship not as a legal or civic status, but as an 
ethnonationalist identity.  

Such rhetoric often functions as “dog-whistle politics”—communicating 
exclusionary messages in coded terms that resonate with national 
anxieties. Politicians and community leaders invoke these expressions to 
legitimise discriminatory practices while maintaining plausible deniability. 
The effect is the normalisation of xenophobia as a civic virtue. 

5. Cultural Incompatibility and the Language of Othering 

The idea that migrants cannot or will not assimilate is a powerful cultural 
trope. Phrases like “they don’t respect our customs” and “they speak 
funny languages” reinforce a civilisational hierarchy where the foreigner is 
always a misfit. These linguistic markers become social boundaries, 
policing who belongs and who does not. 
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This discourse draws on what Edward Said (1978) termed “orientalism”—
the construction of the 'other' as radically different and inferior. In the 
South African context, it manifests as “Afro-phobia,” targeting fellow 
Africans as culturally incompatible. It allows xenophobia to be disguised as 
cultural preservation rather than outright prejudice. 

6. Framing Xenophobia as Victimhood and Justified 
Response 

Another insidious strategy is the re-framing of xenophobic violence as an 
act of frustrated justice. When political figures claim that “communities 
are fed up” or that “people are taking back control,” they shift blame from 
perpetrators to structural conditions. This semantic move absolves 
individuals and communities of accountability, positioning them instead as 
victims driven to violence. 

This victimhood framing turns xenophobia into a defensive response 
rather than an offensive act. It appeals to public sympathy and 
rationalises vigilantism as community protection. In doing so, it disrupts 
ethical judgement and obscures the asymmetry of power and vulnerability 
between citizens and migrants. 

7. Border Control, Sovereignty, and State Failure 

Finally, the discourse of border control and sovereignty frames xenophobia 
as a reaction to government inaction. Statements like “porous borders” 
and “the ANC failed us” redirect frustration away from inequality and 
toward the perceived laxity of immigration control. 

This discourse enables the rise of grassroots movements like Operation 
Dudula, which claim to restore order where the state has failed. Here, 
xenophobia is not just tolerated but valorised as a patriotic duty. It 
reflects a populist reimagining of statehood in which sovereignty is 
reclaimed through exclusionary violence. 

These seven discursive themes form a cohesive narrative architecture 
through which xenophobia is expressed, normalised, and enacted. They 
reveal how language becomes a vehicle for social exclusion, political 
manipulation, and the erosion of democratic ideals in a post-apartheid 
society still grappling with inequality, insecurity, and contested notions of 
belonging. 

Conclusion 

The discourse of xenophobia in post-Mandela South Africa is neither 
random nor peripheral; it is deeply woven into the fabric of the nation’s 
evolving identity crisis. As this study has shown, language — in the form 
of political rhetoric, media narratives, and digital commentary — plays a 
central role in constructing the figure of the “foreigner” as a symbolic 
threat to national unity, economic security, and moral order. These 
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representations are not innocent or incidental; they are ideologically 
charged and strategically deployed to manage anxieties around 
unemployment, governance failure, and the still-unfolding legacies of 
apartheid and colonialism (Mbembe, 2015: 5; van Dijk, 1993: 267). 
Through metaphors of invasion, narratives of criminality, and binaries of 
belonging, xenophobic discourse legitimises exclusion and provides 
rhetorical cover for material violence. 

This analysis shows a picture of a society grappling with the contradictions 
of its democratic promise. The ideals of the Rainbow Nation — inclusivity, 
human dignity, and Pan-African solidarity — are increasingly undermined 
by narrow nationalisms and populist rhetoric that instrumentalise suffering 
for political gain (Neocosmos, 2008: 592; Landau, 2011: 7). The 
foreigner, particularly the black African migrant, becomes a scapegoat for 
structural problems the state has failed to resolve. This discursive 
displacement distorts public understanding and weakens the social fabric 
by fostering resentment, fear, and moral panic. 

Yet, despite the dominance of exclusionary narratives, the discursive field 
is not entirely captured. Counter-voices from civil society, migrant-led 
organisations, and critical media continue to resist the framing of migrants 
as threats. These actors remind us that the struggle over discourse is, at 
its core, a struggle over the soul of the nation. Who gets to belong? Who 
counts as human? These are not abstract questions but urgent political 
ones with real-life consequences for the safety, dignity, and futures of 
millions. 

South Africa must thoroughly re-examine its national narratives, legal 
frameworks, and public discourses to move forward. This includes 
challenging the rhetorical scaffolding that enables xenophobia and 
cultivating a language of solidarity rooted in shared African histories, 
vulnerabilities, and aspirations. As Fairclough (1995: 88) suggests, 
discourse is both a mirror and a tool — it reflects social conditions but can 
also be reshaped to imagine and enact new possibilities. Therefore, the 
power of language to dehumanise must be matched by a commitment to 
its emancipatory potential. 

Ultimately, the question is not merely how South Africans speak about 
foreigners but also what kind of nation they strive to become. The answer 
to that lies not only in policy or protest but in the everyday words, 
silences, and metaphors through which people build — or destroy — the 
meaning of belonging. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Table of Coded Themes in Xenophobic Discourse 

 

 Theme 
 

Description Examples of 
Lexical Items 
/ Phrases 

Discursive 
Effect 

1 Constructing the 
“Foreigner” as a 
Threat to 
National Order 

 

Foreigners are 
framed as 
dangerous 
invaders 
overwhelming the 
system 

"flood," "influx," 
"swarming," 
"ticking time 
bomb." 

Evokes fear 
and urgency, 
justifies 
defensive 
action 

 
2 

 
Criminalisation 

and the Lexicon 

of Moral Panic 

 

Migrants 
associated with 
criminal activity 
and moral decay 

"illegal 
foreigners", 
"drug lords", 
"human 
trafficking" 

Dehumanises 
migrants, 
supports 
exclusion 
and law 
enforcement 
targeting 

 
3 

Economic 
Competition and 
the Zero-Sum 
Narrative 
 

Foreigners are 
seen as taking 
resources meant 
for citizens 

"job stealers," 
"they take our 
houses," 
"foreign-owned 
spaza shops." 

Fuels 
resentment, 
constructs a 
zero-sum 
economic 
framing 

 
4 

Patriotism and 
the Nationalist 
Lexicon of 
Exclusion 
 

South Africans 
are positioned as 
the rightful 
owners of the 
nation 

"South Africans 
first," "our 
country," and 
"defend our 
borders." 

Builds in-
group 
solidarity, 
othering of 
outsiders 

 
5 

Cultural 
Incompatibility 
and the 
Language of 
Othering 
 

Migrants 
portrayed as 
failing to 
assimilate 

"they don’t 
respect our 
customs", "they 
speak funny 
languages." 

Frames 
difference as 
deviance, 
supports 
exclusion 
based on 
identity 

 
6 

Framing 

Xenophobia as 

Xenophobia is 
framed as 

"people are 
frustrated", 

Shifts blame 
away from 
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Victimhood and 

Justified 

Response 

 

reactionary or 
self-defensive 
rather than 
offensive 

"community 
taking back 
control." 

perpetrators, 
normalises 
violence 

 
7 

Border Control, 

Sovereignty, and 

State Failure 

 

State failure to 
secure borders is 
blamed for the 
rise in migration 

"porous 
borders", "no 
documentation", 
"the ANC failed 
us" 

Blames 
government, 
legitimises 
vigilantism 
and 
deportation 
rhetoric 

 

Appendix B: Timeline of Major Xenophobic Incidents (Post-1994) 

Year Event/Incident Description 
 
1998 

 
First documented xenophobic 
killings in Johannesburg 

 

Two Senegalese and a 
Mozambican man were 
killed, marking the start 
of recorded post-
apartheid violence 

 
2008 

 
Nationwide xenophobic violence 

Over 60 were killed, and 
100,000 displaced, 
triggered by economic 
tension and local 
leadership incitement 

 
2013 

 
De Doorns farm attacks, Western 
Cape 

Zimbabwean migrant 
workers attacked by 
locals over jobs and 
housing 

 
2015 

 

Durban and Johannesburg attacks 
 

Sparked by King 
Zwelithini's speech, over 
7 killed, businesses were 
looted and burned 

 
2017 

 
Anti-foreigner protests in Pretoria 
and Rosettenville-Johannesburg 

Mashaba’s comments fuel 
anti-Nigerian and Somali 
sentiment; property 
targeted 

 
2019 

 
Gauteng xenophobic violence 

Foreign-owned shops 
looted; social media 
campaign intensified 
anti-immigrant rhetoric 

 

 
2021 

 
Rise of Operation Dudula 

 

Community-led "raids" 
against foreign-owned 
businesses gained 
political attention 
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2022 

 
Ongoing vigilante attacks 

Foreign truck drivers, 
informal traders, and 
renters targeted; 
government response 
muted 

 

 

 

 

 


