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ABSTRACT The emergence of South Africa as one of the economic giants in Africa has had a profound influence on
neighbouring countries especially those undergoing socio-economic challenges. The progressive position of South Africa
has acted as acatalyst in cultivating a desire amongst African men and women to migrate and explore better opportunities.
South Africa seemsto be highly preferred by African migrants from Mozambique, Maawi and Zimbabwe, the latter being
the focus of this study. The migrants depend on awide range of social tiesto makeit in the host country. These social ties
aso influence the identity formation process when the migrants arrive and attempt to establish themselves in the new
environment. This paper attempts to show how the new trends in the migration to Johannesburg which is one of Africa's
biggest cities has illuminated new social trends in the making and maintaining of identities. At the arrival in big cities
such as Johannesburg, new contacts or social networks assume a very pivotal and significant position. The isolation

created by migration leaves a gap in migrants’ lives thereby putting pressure on the new migrant to explore for possible
and options in establishing new relationships for socio-economic and political gains. New identities begin to emerge in
response to a wide range of socio-economic factors impacting on the lives of these migrants.

INTRODUCTION

| grew up with a feeling that when | finish school,
I will follow my uncle in Johannesburg to go
and accumulate wealth like him. When the
situation deteriorated at home, | did not hesitate
to cross the border to South Africa in
anticipation of a better future.

Thisisthestory that will betold by many Zim-
babwean migrantswho haveleft their country in
search of greener pastures since their economy
took adownward spiral. This paper exploresthe
subject of socia tiesin the lives of migrants. It
looks at how social ties function and how they
influence the lives of the migrants. The paper
also investigates how migrantsassume new iden-
tities in new settings and how these are main-
tained whilst serving various purposesin differ-
ent environments.

From time immemorial people have moved
from one place to another for various reasons
ranging from social, economic and political rea-
sons. Wentzel and Tlabela(2006:72) observethat
in Southern Africa, the discovery of gold and
diamonds coupled with the age of industrializa-
tioninthelatter half of the 19" century attracted
thousands of migrant labourers from the South-
ern African sub-continent to the mining and in-
dustria centres of South Africa

In modern times, the mobility of migrantshas

been made easier by technological advancement
in modes of transport and other communication
systems. InAfrica, migrantsaretargeting big cit-
ies which seem to offer better life prospects. In
Southern Africa, cities such as Gaborone in
Botswanaand Johannesburg in South Africahave
had profound influence on the scale of migra-
tion. South Africaisundoubtedly one of the big-
gest attractions to the prospective migrants due
to anumber of factors. The economic dimension
coupled with the currently prevailing democratic
atmosphere and well organized social structures
have acted as pull factors to migrants from
neighbouring countries in Southern Africa and
other parts of Africa. The city of Johannesburg
is the most favourable due to its position as an
economic power housein the country and indeed
in the continent. It is generally believed among
the migrant community that when one migrates
to South Africafor whatever reason, oneisguar-
anteed of a job, success and better life. Most
Zimbabwean migrants have many social net-
worksinthe city of Johannesburg in the form of
relatives, family and friendsupon whom they rely
toachievetheir dreamsinthe’city of gold'. Acco-
rding to Gelderblom and Adam (2006) the jour-
ney tothiscity isrelatively easy duetoimproved
and cheaper transport connections. The close
proximity of South Africato Zimbabwe makes
the country the preferred destination’’. Thesetwo
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countries share aborder post at Beitbridge. The
journey to Johannesburg from Zimbabwe can be
undertaken within asingle day of travelling.

It has been observed that South Africahasin
the last nine years received a sizable number of
migrants from Malawi, Mozambique and Zim-
babwe with the latter making the biggest single
number of migrantsthat are estimated to be above
amilliont. The recent relaxation of the stringent
visarequirement at the beginning of theyear 2009
and the granting of special dispensation permits
which allow Zimbabweans to live and work in
South Africa have made entry into the country
relatively easierii’, Previoudly, it was very diffi-
cult for Zimbabweans to cross to South Africa
because of stringent visa requirements. As part
of the visa requirements Zimbabweans had to
prove the source of income and buy traveler’'s
cheque to the value of R2000 but that proved to
be too high for the locals who were surviving
under severe economic conditions. As a resullt,
Zimbabweans wanting to migrate resorted to
what became popularly known as ‘ border jump-
ing’ meaning crossing the border illegally with-
out proper documents.

Thejourney to Johannesburg and other cities
in South Africahasbeen an ‘ option’ to many Zim-
babweans who beginning from the year 2000
experienced serious socio-economic and politi-
cal challenges. The land reform that wasimple-
mented in Zimbabwe led to the decline in agri-
cultural production hence the country’s failure
to feed itself and resorting to limited imports.
Drought in many parts of the country also put a
lot of pressure on food demand against limited
supply. The shortage of both the local and for-
eign currency further exacerbated the problem
of acquiring basic commoditiesand food became
aluxury as people’s purchasing power through
the ‘black market’ (Unofficial parallel
market)was eroded. The hyper inflation which
was at record high scoring the first in the world
in 2007 made the life of many Zimbabweans
unbearable, asthevalue of thelocal currency was
being devalued each hour and prices of all com-
modities inflating at the same pace. The civil
servant’s salaries were eroded and were almost
value-less as they could not cope with theinfla-
tion. Theworkforce gradually lost value and re-
spect in the society as they could not afford to
sustain themselves, let alone feed their families.
The 2005 government-sponsored ‘ Operation
Murambtsvina'¥ meaning the cleaning up of trash,
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destroyed the livelihoods of many urban dwell-
ersand rendered a sizable population homeless.
As a result, people started to migrate to other
neighbouring countrieslike Botswana, Namibia,
South Africa and Zambia as well as abroad to
Britain, Canada, America and Australia among
other countries. It has been widely reported in
the media and other sources that Zimbabweans
have been migrating at panic levelsto South Af-
ricabothlegally andillegally sincetheyear 2000.
The high unemployment rate which hasbeen es-
timated to be as high as 94% by the UN'’s hu-
manitarian arm in January 2009 drove Zimba
bweans to neighbouring countries in search of
better lives’.

The situation in Zimbabwe has however
changed dlightly over thelast year after thesign-
ing of the Global Political Agreement (GPA) by
the ZANU PF Party and the Movement for
Democratic change (MDC-T) and (MDC-M) on
the 15" of September 2008. These political par-
ties entered into a unity pact to end the political
stalemate and resuscitate the ailing economy.
However, Zimbabweans still flock to South Af-
ricaasthe unemployment rate shows no signs of
abating in the near future.

DATA COLLECTION TECHNIQUES

Research for this paper employed qualitative
methods of enquiry such asin-depth interviews
and personal observations to gather data. Infor-
mal discussions were also used to gather data.
The information was gathered from 20 key re-
search informants who were sampled through a
snowball technique. The Zimbabwean migrants
who informed this research are scattered in the
city of Johannesburg. The targeted respondents
werethosethat cameinthe country after theyear
2000. Both men and women were interviewed.
During theinterviews open ended questionswere
used to probe and gather information. Field work
was done during the period between May and
July 2009 in Johannesburg.

It wasrelatively easy to accesstheinformants
and acquire their personal insights, since many
saw me as ‘one of them’ being conversant with
thethree official languages of Zimbabwe, which
areEnglish, Ndebele and Shona. | havealso been
following the events asthey unfold bothin Zim-
babwe and South Africafor aperiod of morethan
two years. Thisresearch washowever limited to
the experiences of Zimbabweansin urban areas,
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and does not focus on Zimbabwean migrantsliv-
ing in therural part of the country. The desktop
information was also used to compliment thefield
work information, hence both primary and sec-
ondary sources ranging from newspapers, jour-
nals, published books and reports were used.

SOCIAL NETWORKS AND IDENTITIES

Much literature has been written on Zimba-
bwean migrants in the post 2000 era. Most of
the debate has focused particularly on the rea-
sons why Zimbabweans are leaving their coun-
try (Muzondiwa 2008). While Zimbabweans
were sometimes viewed as asylum or refugee
seekers, othersregarded them as purely economic
refugees fleeing from the ravaging economic
meltdown in their country. The South African
government perspectiveisthat such Zimbabwe-
ans were mainly economic migrants hence the
failure of asylum seekersto be granted asylum,
rendering asizable number asillegal immigrants
who are subject to deportation. However, the
human rightsactivistsand other advocacy groups
considered them to be both political and eco-
nomic refugees (Refugees International 2004;
Solidarity Peace Trust 2004). Although there has
been such awide ranging debate, this paper con-
centrates on how migrants relate to social ties,
create and maintain networks and how these in
turn shape their identities and further looks at
how the new environment impacts upon the mi-
grant in various spheres of their lives.

Social tiescan be defined asrel ationshipsthat
are formed based on a shared understanding.
These ties can be based on family membership,
friends and shared nationality. It isthrough mem-
bership in these networksthat migrants have ac-
cess to various forms of social capital. For ex-
ample, through social network, amigrant might
secure ajob and accommodation and can easily
settle down in the new environment due to guid-
ancefrom other network contacts. They also help
one another through favours such as providing
friendship and emotional support (Gelderblom
and Adam 2006: 234). It isthrough certain ways
of relating and maintaining social ties that mi-
grant identities assume certain characteristics.

Identity in this paper is understood as that
which defines and makes a person. It can be ac-
quired through family, ethnicity, and nationhood
however the social environment also plays an
important role in shaping identities. Castells

(1997: 6) views an identity asthe peopl€ ssource
of meaning and experience. Therefore each per-
son hasaname, language and culture which dis-
tinguish them from others. A person however can
have plural identitiesin someinstances, although
it has been observed that such identities are a
source of stress and contradiction in both self-
representation and socia action (Castells 1997).
Anidentity alsoisfluid and evolves and assumes
new formsand character in different settings. For
the migrants, identities evolve and changein re-
sponseto variousfactors. At times, identities may
conflict, interact and shape each other',

TheMigrant and the Family

Thefamily unit isof fundamental importance
amongst Zimbabweansin which marriage plays
avery central role. Most Zimbabwean migrants
havefamiliesin Zimbabwe and these play avery
pivotal role in influencing their decision to mi-
grate. A family acts as a support structure, emo-
tionally, physically and spiritually. M ost respon-
dents aluded to the involvement of their fami-
lies during the process of emigrating. It is the
family that provided financial support and also
linked them to other networks of relatives and
friends who were already in South Africa. One
of theinformants mentioned that it was actually
both the nuclear family and extended family that
arranged her journey to Johannesburg. The im-
mediate family paid for her trip and other rela
tives arranged her transport through cross bor-
der taxi driverspopularly known as‘ Omalayisha
(the Transporters) to their clients. Because she
could not get avisato cross the border legally,
such arrangements were necessary as these taxi
driverswere seasoned personnel who knew how
tosmuggleillegal immigrantsinto South Africal.

One of the respondents said that because they
are avery closely knit family, when the idea to
migrate came up, he had tofirst goto his parents
whoresideintherura areastoinform them about
this decision. Some traditional rituals were ar-
ranged and performed for him. But on thisocca
sion, it was only the close family members that
wereinvolved. Theserituals were performed to
communicate hisjourney to the ancestors so that
they could usher him with their blessings. His
neighbourswere not informed about hisdecision
to migrate since mistrust endemic among locals
forcethemto believethat such information could
jeopardize his chances of safe travelling. How-
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ever oneof thefamily membersquietly gavehim
contact details of one of the neighbour’ssonwho
was already in Johannesburg''.

The decision to leave the family and migrate
to South Africawas not an easy one, despite the
deteriorating situation in Zimbabwe. Theimpor-
tance attached to the support rendered by thefam-
ily in times of need is reflective of such senti-
ments. One of the respondents said that migrat-
ing had been a terrible experience to him, be-
cause he had become accustomed to operating
in a family unit and having to start life afresh
elsewhere was challenging, stressful and leaves
avoid in one's lifell. Migration and close-knit
families are juxtaposed to each other and ex-
tremely costly in emotional ties.

While families support and often encourage
migration, it must be viewed against the socio-
political realities that Zimbabweans face. To
many, the journey signified abandoning all they
had becomethrough all those years spent together
as one family. One of the respondents said that
because of her middle class family status prior
to the economic melt down in Zimbabwe, she
could feel the void that was being created by her
departure. Her family wasrespected in their com-
munity and that gave her a certain identity that
distinguished her from the rest of the commu-
nity. It gave her privilege and confidence and all
the security she needed. Although she herself was
gainfully employed inthe public serviceasase-
nior teacher, shealwayshad afamily by her side
when she needed moral, physical and psycho-
logical support. However, when she decided to
migrate, she knew that she was sacrificing her
family identity and all the securities that it en-
tailed. That had to be sacrificed to secure better
economic prospects not only for herself but also
for her family whose middle class status was
downgraded by the prevailing economic condi-
tion at that time''.

Although families seemto play an activerole
inthe migration process, the departure of one of
itsmembersalso has negative consequences. The
separation of the nuclear family with either the
emigration of the husband or wife has in most
cases led to the destabilization of the marriage
union and in some cases ended in divorce dueto
social and economic reasons. One of the respon-
dentssaid when hegot to thecity of Johannesburg
“things did not go as anticipated”. The major
problem appeared to befinances. Hisnewly wed-
ded wife bemoaned hislack of contact with her

OCTAVIA SIBANDA

and hisirregularity in sending money and food
for them from South Africa. He claimed to be
unemployed and therefore had financial prob-
lems that impacted negatively on this relation-
ship, which eventually broke down after ayear,
leading to their separation.

The family unit remains an important part to
most migrantswho on arrival tracetheir extended
familiesfor various reasons. Often, the need for
accommodation during the early days when the
migrant has not secured employment necessitates
reliance on family contacts. It is these family
membersthat assist the new arrival to settledown,
|earn about the landscape and adjust to their new
surroundings. The maintenance of thelinkswith
kin and friends both inside and outside Zimba-
bwe is crucial to their settlement in South Af-
rica.

Although migration causesalot of disruption
to thefamily unit, the economic benefits seemto
outweigh the potential psychological, emotional
and physical cost that both the family and the
migrant undergo. Some migrants start new fami-
lies with locals for emotional support and per-
sonal gains. Others lead double standard lives
by establishing a family in South Africa and
maintaining another one in Zimbabwe. The mi-
gration process has therefore altered the opera-
tion of thefamily and given new meaning to how
the unit relates.

Factors Leading to Migration

Although the migration from Zimbabwe to
South Africaisnot new as Zimbabweans used to
work in the gold mine fields at Witwatersrand
during apartheid, the differenceisthat thesewere
temporary migrants who returned home on re-
tirement because they migrated on asmall regu-
lated scale. At independence, white peoplefled
to South Africa after the ZANU PF victory in
1980 elections, fearing for their safety (Sisulu et
al. 2007). Othersfled the‘Gukurahundi’ mas-
sacres in Matabeleland and parts of Midlands
after independence in Zimbabwe. These massa-
cres mainly targeted the Ndebel e ethnic groups,
who in turn fled to South Africa where they
sought refuge. Their cultural and linguistic af-
finity with the Zulu community enabled them to
settlelargely unnoticed in South Africaand many
took on South African identities, some of them
through unlawful means (Sisulu et a. 2007: 534).
Othersleft after theintroduction of the IMF spon-
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sored structural adjustment policy in 1992 in
search of better paying jobsin other countries.

However, the current trend of migration has
been on agreater scale with some sectors label-
ingit asa‘Human Tsunami’ ', There are several
factors that have been identified as influencing
the trend at which this migration processis tak-
ing place. Some of the reasons are political in-
tolerance and persecution that has characterized
the country since the year 2000". The hostile
environment became even more pronounced af -
ter thefirst round of the national electionsin 2007
where all the contesting parties failed to get
enough votes for presidency. This necessitated
the need for a second round of elections. The
intense hostile political environment pushed oth-
ers beyond their bordersto seek refugein South
Africa (Solomon 2003: Wentzel et al. 2006).
Some of the respondents who left due to politi-
cal reasonswere very emotional about theissues
because when they arrived here, they struggled
to obtain documents asasylum seekers, and since
some of them did not even have relatives, they
ended up seeking refuge at the Methodist Church
in central Johannesburg which was already
flooded by other destitute emigrants. Hove, a
Zimbabwean asylum seeker, said that he had | eft
all that he had including hiswife and childrento
seek refuge in South Africa. Later on he learnt
that his wife and children had gone back to her
biological parents because he could not support
themf’,

The complexities of the political situationin
Zimbabwe coupled with a “ soft-soft” approach
towards Zimbabwean issues by theformer South
African government administration led by Presi-
dent Thabo Mbeki, created many problems to
migrants. The Zimbabwean political refugees
became victimswithout rightsboth in their coun-
try of origin and in South Africa, where they of-
ten faced life threatening situations, the majority
of them being caught up in the xenophobic vio-
lence that engulfed South Africain 2008.

Some of the migrant community came to
South Africa purely for economic reasons. Ac-
cording to Wentzel et al. (2006: 173), the per-
ceived and real availability of employment in
South Africa plays a major role in the decision
of potential migrants to move to South Africa.
For non professionals, it was difficult for them
toacquirejobsin Zimbabwe, but for profession-
als, the valueless Zimbabwean dollar made it
impossible for them to continue rendering their

services. Some Zimbabweansin technical fields
have been able to acquire jobs under the scarce
skills category in South Africa. These also have
migrated because their fields are much better
paying in South Africa. Ronald said that back
homein Zimbabwe he was awell-respected Pri-
mary school Principal but due to the economic
upheavalsin Zimbabwe, he was | eft with no op-
tion but to seek greener pastures across the bor-
der. Although in the community where he previ-
ously worked he had so much prestige and was
well respected and recognized in various sectors,
that changed when he got to Johannesburg. Al
that is now but adream since he now worksasa
security guard which makes him feel like anon-
entity. He haslost all the recognition that he once
held asaprofessional and receivestreatment like
that of lay man who did not go to school. While
hefindsthejob demeaning, it isemployment for
him. He also indicated that when he got to
Johannesburg, the peoplewho assisted him were
lay people employed either as domestic work-
ers, security guards and taxi drivers, whose edu-
cational level did not allow themtofit elsewhere,
hence when he arrived, they introduced him to
their industries'.

There are some Zimbabweans who migrated
to South Africa for education prospects. Since
thecountry hasanumber of universitiesandtrain-
ing colleges with a wide range of courses to
choose from, this has attracted a number of for-
eign students. Nkosanaaformer clerk in Zimba-
bwe said that he cameto South Africato further
his studies however, hewas also fortunate to se-
cure a part time job. Although he also says that
the decision to advance his studies was to im-
prove his chances of employment, he is happy
with hisstudiesand isableto operatein the aca-
demic community where there are people of di-
verse backgrounds'.

The education route hasbeen pursued in some
instances by illegal immigrants with relatively
low education who hope to get better access to
employment opportunities once armed with cer-
tificates. One of them lamented that, without
South African papers and documents oneis des-
tined to suffer.t As the job market shrinks and
job opportunities are diminishing, most migrants
are exploring innovative waysfor survival.
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Social Dilemmasin New Milieu and the
Emer gence of New | dentities

Although most migrants move to another

country in anticipation of better life prospects,
not all have been successful in this endeavor.
There are a number of challenges that are faced
by migrants. One of thefirst isthe challenge of
trying to adjust psychologically tothe‘long jour-
ney’ that awaits one in a new milieu. The chal-
lenge of leaving one' sfamily for ajourney isnot
only disruptiveto the migrant only but it creates
achainreaction of anxiety, worry and fear to the
family and friends|eft behind. The uncertainties
of what the future holds and how that will im-
pact on the family ties and social networks in-
ducespsychological anxiety and stress. Thefed-
ings of lossand grief, social isolation, traumatic
experiences, culture shock, acculturation and
minority status aggravate the situation (Hack-
Polay 2009; Freire 1997; Castles et al. 1998).
One of the informants who left his newly wed-
ded wife said that there was so much anxiety on
what the future held for his young family. Be-
sides that, he was also leaving a job with high
status, as aformer principal and going down to
the level of a security guard was both a hum-
bling and humiliating experience since back
home such aposition isoccupied by peoplewith
lesser educationt. Although he has a teaching
diplomaand aB-Tech degree, for him, the posi-
tion that he now occupies has stripped away his
former social standing. He haslost his high sta-
tuswhich heidentified with at home and hasaso
lost recognition and respect that he used to com-
mand. This he says has had atremendousimpact
on him. Most of hisfriends are now in the secu-
rity field. He lamented his status saying;
Can you imagine moving from a position of
heading a school with a number of teachers
under you to actually being a mere guard and
having to report to a superior! Besides, wework
very long hours and the salary besides being
low, it does not come on time. | can not report
anywhere as | am not a member of any union
and | am also not sure how the law in this
country operates?

After talking to him about the new identity
that he now possesses, he aso showed that he
carried hisnew status with asense of shameand
humiliation. He has avoided talking about his
former school principal statusto hisfriends. He
also mentioned the fact that he had tried to apply

OCTAVIA SIBANDA

for teaching jobs in public and private schools
but they all demanded SAQA evaluation for
which he would have to pay. He was till trying
to save some money from his low salary which
has to cover a number of monthly bills in and
out of South Africa.

Most migrants driven by a variety of prob-
lemsto South Africa expect to lead a better life
inthe new place but that isnot always attainable
due to scarcity of work opportunities. Employ-
ment therefore proved to be one of the challenges
to migrants. The high expectations of getting
employed have proved to be an illusion in the
first few months. Most employers demand valid
documents which tend to be difficult to secure.
Unless one is willing to settle for odd jobs that
are low paying, it is a struggle to acquire em-
ployment. The pressure mounts from the send-
ing and receiving networks since they both ex-
pect to start receiving some remittances or money
for food and accommodation. Asaresult, most
migrants end up stooping so low and accepting
odd jobs which are not in line with the kind of
qualifications that they possess or professional
jobs for which they are trained. Therefore, the
kind of employment one settles for redefines
one's identity. Socia networks also play asig-
nificant rolein securing employment. Sometimes,
it is through certain networks that one gets to
know about the existence of a vacancy. One of
the informants who worked as a waitress in an
up market restaurant in Sandton got the job
through her cousin who worked for the same
company. So, for her, it was relatively easy to
get absorbed into thelabour market. She had sev-
eral applicationsthrough friendsand rel ativesand
concursthat if it was not for the kind of connec-
tion that she had through friends and relatives, it
would have been difficult for her to find employ-
ment.

Thelack of employment also led to problems
of housing leading some to live under deplor-
ableconditionsin Hillbrow flatswhere up to ten
people are forced to share one room. This takes
away one's self esteem and exposesthem to ste-
reo typessuch asbeing failuresin life, poor, des-
titute and the like. Sihle, a migrant residing in
Hillbrow said that she was accommodated by
relatives during the first months of her arrival.
However, their welcoming tone changed after
five months of unemployment as she was now
becoming a burden; hence she was forced to
move and sharearoom in adilapidated flat with
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others who were in the same predicament. In
desperation, she also opted for odd jobsin order
toearnaliving.

Another challenge that is faced by migrants
in South Africaisthat of new languages. It be-
comesdifficult for oneto settlein acertain com-
munity or environment dueto language barriers.
In the case of South Africa with diverse lan-
guages, 11 of them asofficial languagesand Zulu
being the most spoken local language and a
mother tongue to 23.8% of South African’, itis
abig adjustment to migrants. L anguage embod-
iessocial dynamics henceit isdifficult to adjust
to these dynamics. Among the Zulu or Xhosa,
for example, there are distinctive ways of com-
municating issues at various points of life. As
pointed out by Manajlovici (2009: 51), language,
signs and behavior is part of a complex and es-
tablished system of measuring which bearsim-
portance for the cultural identity of a group or
anindividual, and oneslanguage and cultureform
part of the basic form of identity.

It has been observed that in South Africa, in
each province, thereisadominant language with
which the majority of people in that area iden-
tify with. Hence, for the migrant who isignorant
of thelanguage of thelocal peopleheislikely to
be isolated and vulnerable. Hack-Polay (2009:
7) concursthat, failure to master the language or
to put it metaphorically, therefusal to belinguis-
tically colonized leadsto diminished chances of
survival in the unknown social and cultural
jungle. Charlie said that because of his lack of
local language skills, hewasbeing isolated from
the community asthey could not understand why
he always communicated in English. Hewasalso
easily identified as a foreigner and derogatory
terms such as ‘amakwerekwere’ v were used
against him. He also became an easy target to
thexenophobic attacksthat erupted in May 2008.
He therefore lived in fear as he still does now
and is not able to be his natural self and feels
like asocial misfit due to language barriers. He
saysheisnow ‘likeachildlearningtowalk’ due
to both language and cultural barriersand there-
foreis still failing to fit into the social system.
Thishasalienated him from localsand therefore
most of his contacts are other Shona speaking
Zimbabweans". Therefore, thefailure to commu-
nicate in local language carries with it feelings
of shame and has a negative psychological im-
pact. Psychologically, thisignitesadeeper crisis
whereby the migrants in the new environment

fail tofind their marks, themselvesand their iden-
tity inthe new language and culture (Hack-Polay
2009: 6; Louw-Potieger 1991: 317). Those who
fail to assimilate get marginalized (Castles and
Miller 1998: 37). It is because of fear of being
marginalized that other migrants have accepted
cultural conquest and have adopted values, stan-
dardsand the goal s of theinvaders (Freire 1997:
134) .Asaresult some migrants have localized
themselves (Wallman 1998: 198) through assimi-
lating and adopting their hosts value and com-
munication systems.

The situation is, however, different from the
migrantsthat speak the Ndebel e language which
isone of the Nguni dialectsand therefore carries
similarities with Zulu, Xhosa, Swati and the lo-
cal Ndebele. One of the informants who speak
Ndebele had a different story to tell. When she
first arrived in Johannesburg, she had no language
barriers since she could communicateinisiZulu.
By being ableto speak alocal language, she had
asmooth integration and limited chances of be-
ing vulnerable®. She therefore assimilated into
the local Zulu groups and was easily absorbed
socially. Most of her friends arelocalswho eas-
ily relate to her, leading them to regard her as
one of them"i, Hence, she no longer carries her
natural identity but isusing ‘ borrowed’ identity’
which however puts her at asocial advantage. It
has been observed though that through assimila
tion, theindividualstend to lose their personali-
tiesand other indigenoustraitsto lead an adopted
lifevi, Itistherefore clearer that the migrantslose
or alter their identities after being uprooted from
their former communities, culture, work and
language.

The geographical landscape al so assigns cer-
tain identity to its communities. The movement
away from one's natural place alienates the mi-
grant. Knowledge and memoriesfade away. Due
to the disruption of the biographical stock of
knowledge, the migrant is then forced to learn
new behaviors, understand new rules and adapt
to new values and another type of social
organisation'. The migrant will therefore not
enjoy the same status and social privilegeinthis
new environment.

Most migrants face difficulties in accessing
proper documents. They also lack proper knowl-
edge and information on how to go about ob-
taining proper documents. For most migrantsthe
local police stations are not places where they
can ask for assistance as that will normally led
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to detention and facilitate deportation. The fear
of home affairs department also repels migrants
from accessing proper information. Therefore,
because of this challenge, most migrants hide
their identities and do not want to be known that
they are from Zimbabwe. They, therefore, lead
secret lives, and in someinstances they resort to
illegally acquiring local documents. One of the
migrants said that helived for two yearswithout
any proper documents and all that time he felt
likean outcast and could hardly function socialy.
However lifechanged after obtaining local docu-
ments through some relatives who came here
several years ago and who are now local citi-
zens. Acquiring of documents substantially
changed his life since he can now fully assert
himself, has awell paying job, acar and isaso
planning to buy ahouse". Some of the migrants
actually said that they were happy with the stance
that was now being taken by the government of
South Africatoissuethem with proper documents
in order to live and work legally.

The perceptions of local people aso play a
very big rolein shaping certain identities. Most
migrantsinterviewed were of the perception that
thelocal people areincreasingly becoming hos-
tiledueto limited resourcesin thecitiesfor which
both the locals and the foreigners are compet-
ing. Thereistherefore heightened tension through
name calling leading to most foreigners conceal -
ingtheir identities. Migrants, therefore hidethem-
selves, assmilate, lead dual livesor isolatethem-
selvesto migrant communities'. Therole of the
mediawas also viewed as negativein perpetuat-
ing hatred and instilling fear in the migrant com-
munities. One of the migrants said that he did
not know if he still had any identity because of
theway foreignerswere portrayed in various sec-
tors of the media:
| do not think | am anyone in this country, | am
a no one, we are not wanted here, they beat and
they killed some of uslast year. Some of thelocal
papers call us ‘aliens’ as if we are from some
other strange continent, asit is | am not com-
fortable to admit or divulge my identity, | have
even changed my name and surname so that it
soundslocal and | amfluent in a number of local
languages. | am therefore lost as | have
alienated myself from myself to survive’'.

Themediahasthereforeplayed aroleinrein-
forcing certain stereotypes and this could have
animpact in the way thelocal communities per-
ceive migrants”. It has also been observed that
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many South Africans are becoming xenophobic
intheir attitudestowards migrants generally and
illegal immigrantsin particular (Solomon 2003:
92). The plethora of problems that beset the lo-
calsare often blamed of foreignerson as shown
by service delivery protests which sometimes
assume xenophobic character by attack on for-
eigners.

The state has also played a role in shaping
immigration policieswhich keep changing over
time. Since, the Zimbabwean migrantshave made
big news both on print and el ectronic media, Kok
(2006, 1) observes that the government notes
these events with alarm and grapple with policy
reforms aimed at selecting certain migrants and
keeping others out. The institutions used by the
state to control and monitor the activities of mi-
grants shape the construction of migrant
identities!. The stateinstitutions such astheim-
migration department, the police and the mili-
tary definesthelega andtheillegal, the unwanted
and the wanted and therefore these institutions
play an important role in the political and cul-
tural production of migrant identitiesin the pub-
lic sphere‘i. The fear of police and immigration
officialsthat existsamongst theillegal migrants
demarcates the social space that such migrants
can operate within. One of the informants said
that she always had a hard time with the SAPS
asthey are always able to pick up that sheisnot
local through ‘ Zuluinterviews' . Shesaid that she
has been asked several times to name certain
body partsin Zulu of which if shefailsto do so,
she would have faled the interview and hence
detention®. Where there are law enforcement
agents, she minimizes her presence to avoid be-
ing detected as an illegal migrant.

The Making of Home Away From Home:
Negotiating TheAlien Satus

The socia networks created prior and after
arrival to South Africahave played animportant
roleinthe ‘making of sense’ of and normalizing
the environment. Such connections have made
the journey possible in most instances largely
through the provision of finances and accommo-
dation. It is such networksthat create a sense of
belonging, for example some migrants operate
in ethnically defined social circles, yet some go
beyond to use nationhood. Ethnicity has been a
fundamental source of meaning and recognition
through out human history (Castells 1997; Castles
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and Miller 1998) it isthrough ethnicity that com-
munity can beachieved and history madeto make
sense due to similar experiences and values. In
theevent of life challenges such asretrenchments
and bereavement, one is always able to lean on
the people or group of people that they identify
with. In order to expand the pool of networks,
some migrants join burial societies run by old
migrants, they also attend to each other’ sevents,
such as parties and weddings. Some of the net-
works are created through religious activities.
Some even acquired employment through those
networks. Most of them also said that, the church
gavethem asense of belonging and the environ-
ment was welcoming and not judgmental. At
church, aslong as oneisamember, the environ-
ment isneutral and membersgenerally feel wel-
come. Both local and foreigners operate in neu-
trality. One of the informants said that it was
through church that she was able to re-define
herself in certain terms and that carried no sense
of guiltiness or shame"i,

Most migrants have also found solace in
Christianity which occupies an important psy-
chological and socid role. It helpsin relieving
people from mental oppression and gives them
hope for a better future (Hack-Polay 2009: 22).
The disruption caused to the family and other
social networks weigh heavily on the migrants
andreligion actsliketherapy in giving hope and
new meaning to the migrants. Most migrantsin-
terviewed said that they belonged to a certain
church where they had already established con-
tacts. Themost popular churchesthat are attended
by the migrants are the Pentecostal and Zionist
churches. Most respondents said that they had
sought solacein church and were comforted when
therewasno oneto comfort them. It was at these
churcheswherethey got the strength to carry on
when life seemed to be holding no more. One of
therespondents pointed out that, it wasthe church
that consolidated their faith, hope in the face of
frustration. In the face of failure, he was taken
up and made to believe that someone will make
thingsright and hewill beavictor again. Healso
said that in his case of having lost his wife and
child because of challengeshefaced asamigrant,
therole of the church in hislife was now that of
a family, through worshiping together, and be-
ing surrounded by peoplewith acommon cause,
his alienation was taken away and instead gave
him a sense of belonging and therefore looks
forward to being with ‘ hisadopted family’ every

Sunday"'’. On a Sunday at his church he there-
fore assumes another identity which is safe and
secureandisjust likeat home. The churchesalso
seem to understand the cause of the migrantsand
have been vocal in advocating for the protection
of their rights and some like the Methodist have
even stretched their resourcesto carefor the des-
titute.

CONCLUSION

The migrantsfrom Zimbabwe operate within
aset of networksin order to transcend their bar-
riers in South Africa. It is such networks that
provideacertainidentity to the migrant, theiden-
tity of being a member in a certain community
both in terms of kinship associationsand friend-
ship and aso brotherhood based on both ethnic
and nationality. Theidentities of migrantsare not
stagnant but revolvein responseto various situ-
ations. The movement away from hometo afor-
eign country reforms one’s identity in various
ways. The pressure exerted by the foreign envi-
ronment influences the migrants engage in soli-
darity making measures with their country men
as survival tactics. However, when the migrant
isisolated inthelocal communitiesand does not
have some networksto lean on, that can create a
psychological and emotional crisis as the indi-
vidual feelslonely, neglected, abandoned and is
not able to function. The social positions occu-
pied by migrants through employment accords
them certain identities which may differ from
their previous identities in their home country.
Lack of legal protection in some cases make the
migrantsvulnerable and therefore proneto abuse
and exploitation. The negative approach by the
local communitieswhich arein most casesrein-
forced through the media creates certain stereo
types. However, migrants also negotiate their
identitiesthrough assimilating thelocal commu-
nities and joining religious groups.
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NOTES

i Interview with Lizwe, 4 May 2009, Johannesburg

i See http://www.hsrc.ac.za/research/output/output
Documents/556_Muzondiwa_M ajoni-joni.pdf

i See www.idasa.org.za/ghbOutputFiles.asp?write
content =Y &RID

v More detailed information on the policy document
regularizing the Zimbabwean Migration to South
Africacan be obtained at: http://www.cormsa.org.za/
wp-content/uploads/Migration PolicyBrief/Migration
%20Policy%20Brief%201%20-%Zim% 20special
20Permits.pdf

v The *Operation Murambatsvina was a Zimbabwean
gover nment sponsored clean up programmme that
was aimed at putting order in Zimbabwe cities. This
saw the destruction of the informal sector, the Flea
Marketswere theworst affected asthey were accused
of being engagedinillegal foreign currency dealings.
The unofficial building structures in people’s homes
and the informal settlements were also razed down
leaving alot of urban dwellers destitute.

vi See more on http://www.google.com/hosted news/af p/
article/AlegM5inTKGEP84_3QTVcSGu_8w3YrP8
WA

Vi http:www.warwick2.ac.uk study/cll/esrealabstracts/
morr ice_paper.pdf

Vil Interview with Joyce,6 May 2009, Johannesburg

X |nterview with George, 5 June 2009, Johannesburg

X Interview with Kholwani, 13 June 2009,
Johanneshburg

Xi Interview with Nobuhle, 15 May 2009, Johannesburg

i Interview with Ronald, 26 June 2009,Johannesburg

i The word ‘Gukurahundi’ is a Shona term meaning
the rain that cleans the chaff. It is a military
programme that was set up by the ZANU PF
government after independenceto deal ruthlessly with
discontent Ndebele ethnic ‘ dissidents’

X http://www.mg.co.za/article /2007-09-04-media-
exaggerate-zim-tsunami-says-report

w  http://www.refuge-rights.org /Publications/RRN/
2009/May/v5.13.SouthAfricaAttempts.html

xi|nterview with Hove, 3 July 2009, Johannesburg.

xi|nterview with Ronald, 26 June, Johannesburg.

wiii | nterview with Nkosana, 20 May 2009, Johannesburg.

xix | nterview with Thoko, 4 May 2009, Johannesburg.

*Interview with Ronald op cit

X |nterview with Ronald, ibid

X More information on languages spoken in South
Africacan be obtained at: http:www.southafrica.info
/about/people/languages.htm

i The word ‘amakwerekwere’ is used by local South
Africans to refer to black African migrants in a
derogatory manner.

v Interview with Charles, 5 June 2009, May 2009,
Johannesburg. The Shona language is one of the
dominant and official languages in Zimbabwe. It is
mainly spoken in the northern part of the country
athough is also spoken at asignificant scale in other
provinces where Ndebele is dominant.

v See: http://www.unaidsstesa.org/userfiles/file/
Zim%20Migrants%20l mpact%20study%20RSA .pdf

i Interview with Nolwazi, 17 July 2009, May 2009,
Johannesburg.
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it Moreinformation at: www.el sevier.com/locate/ijintrel

i | nformation on how identities are altered or lost can
be found at: http:www2.warwick.ac.uk/study/cll/
esrea/abstracts/morrice_paper.pdf

XXiX |b|d

¢ Interview with Norman, 25 July 2009, Johannesburg

i Charles, op cit.

i nterview with Zweli, 26 June 2009, Johannesburg.
The xenophobic attacks started in Johannesburg
informal settlementsin May 2008 and spread to other
provinces around the country. More than 60 people
werekilled and thousands of foreigners|eft homeless
prompting the South African government to set up
temporary refugee camps, these have since disbanded
and victims re-absorbed into the communities

il The story on how some of the local new papers were
supporting xenophobic attacks can be assessed: http:/
/www.mg.co.zalarticle/2008-05-30-daily-sun-in-hot-
water-over-war-on-aliens

v http://abs.sagepub.com /cgi/reprint/50/1/3

v hittp://abs.sagepub.com/cgi/reprint/50/1/3

i | nterview with Thembi, 19 June 2009, Johannesburg

XXXV |b|d

i | nterview with Ronald op cit
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