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7  Reconceptualising xenophobia, urban governance 
and inclusion: the case of Khutsong

Joshua Kirshner

7.1 Introduction

In May 2008, anti-foreigner violence swept through formal and informal settlements 
in the poorer parts of South Africa’s largest cities, leaving 62 people dead and over 
100,000 displaced. Many people lost all they owned, including the houses and shacks 
they lived in. These attacks – primarily directed toward immigrants from neighbour-
ing African countries – sparked unease and outrage in South Africa, a country that 
since 1994 has been internationally lauded as a ‘rainbow nation’ engaged in building 
a ‘non-racial’ society (Crush et al. 2008; Desai 2008).

According to some observers, xenophobia and communal violence pervaded mar-
ginalised urban areas of the country in May 2008, with sporadic attacks and evictions 
of migrants continuing in some communities. In the perception of the public, this 
had become the norm. Yet, many such places were not swept up in the xenophobic 
fervour, and in a number of places there was committed popular organisation against 
xenophobia. Khutsong, a West Rand township near South Africa’s richest gold mining 
belt, but with high poverty levels and a large immigrant presence, was largely peace-
ful. The question this chapter addresses is, why? It explores the events surrounding 
a community-led municipal boundary dispute, and how public engagement in this 
contest with the state created openings for political identities and subjectivities that 
resisted xenophobia. In doing so, it probes the role of an unoffi cial civic leadership, 
which came to the fore to halt the spread of violence, while encouraging an inclusive 
notion of community and citizenship. This analysis highlights the importance of 
geography and, in particular, the connections between local politics and the social 
signifi cance of place. 

Following a review of debates on the incidence of xenophobia in post-apartheid 
South Africa, an introduction to the setting and a brief discussion of methodology, this 
chapter embarks on a discussion of avoidance of anti-foreigner violence in Khutsong. 
A concluding section suggests the need to reframe our conceptual understanding of 
xenophobia and refl ects on the implications of Khutsong’s experiences of social in-
clusion for practitioners and researchers of urban governance.1

1 This study was conducted as part of the South African Civil Society and Xenophobia pro-
ject, funded by the Atlantic Philanthropies. This chapter draws signifi cantly on Kirshner 
and Phokela (2010) and Kirshner (2012).
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7.2 What causes xenophobia in post-apartheid South Africa?

The collapse of apartheid and its strict immigration controls, intensifying neoliberal-
ism and regional integration in southern Africa, and ongoing political turmoil in some 
countries of the sub-Saharan region have resulted in diversifying migration fl ows into 
South Africa. These migration fl ows have challenged congealed notions of identity, 
territoriality, and citizenship (Peberdy 2001; Cornelissen 2007; Monson 2012). These 
changes are paralleled by a rise in the number of documented cases of anti-foreigner 
violence since the advent of democracy in 1994. The events of May 2008 were thus 
not unprecedented. Yet the intensity and scale of the May 2008 violence meant that 
unlike other sporadic attacks, it was diffi cult for public offi cials and observers to 
simply ignore. 

Several competing explanations have been given to account for the rise of violent 
xenophobia in post-apartheid South Africa. The most prevalent focuses on economic 
or material conditions common to areas affected by anti-foreigner violence and the 
perpetrators’ socio-economic background, also referred to as the relative deprivation 
thesis (Fauvelle-Aymar & Segatti 2012). In this view, poor South Africans, still mostly 
black, see foreign Africans as competitors for jobs, housing, and other resources and 
services. These factors, along with high crime rates that foster violence, create condi-
tions for xenophobia to fester (Misago et al. 2009; Evans 2013). 

The May 2008 attacks occurred in spatially marginalised areas marked by poor liv-
ing conditions, high unemployment, and exposure to crime and violence, reinforcing 
economic explanations of xenophobia. Early accounts focused on the ‘hotspots’, and 
many found poverty and deprivation to be the root causes. One prominent example is 
the state-funded Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) study, which conducted 
focus groups in areas affected by the violence (HSRC 2008).

Several scholars have presented critiques of these structural economic explana-
tions. First, they fail to explain the targets of the attacks. As Neocosmos (2008) asks, 
if xenophobia is a problem of the poor and destitute, why were poor foreigners the 
target rather than, say, affl uent whites? Second, little correlation between poverty and 
areas affected by violence has been found, and the areas with the deepest poverty 
were not the ones that experienced the most violence (Sharp 2008). Building on these 
critiques, Fauvelle-Aymar & Segatti (2012, p. 56) argue that the relative deprivation 
thesis overlooks ‘the triggers that led to violence erupting in some areas and not 
others’, and is inadequate to account for either the choice of target or the patterns of 
mobilisation. Third, statistically representative surveys have suggested that South 
Africans across ‘race’, class, gender, and political affi liation are highly intolerant of 
foreigners (Afrobarometer 2009, cited in Dodson 2010). This fi nding complicates the 
notion that certain groups – particularly the poor and vulnerable – are more prone to 
xenophobic attitudes than others, echoing research on xenophobia in other national 
contexts (see Crush & Ramachandran 2009).

Fourth, and often overlooked in analyses of the May 2008 violence, is the fact 
that one-third of those killed were South Africans, possibly mistaken for immigrants 
because they ‘looked foreign’ or their skin was ‘too dark’ (Landau 2008; Everatt 
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2010). As well as being targeted at cross-border migrants, popular anger also turned 
against South Africans from peripheral regions and ethnic minorities– such as Pedi 
from northern Limpopo and Shangaan from the Mpumalanga Lowveld – living and 
working in urban townships (Sharp 2008; Misago et al. 2009). The violence targeted 
not only non-nationals but also those viewed as outsiders in particular urban spaces, 
suggesting the continuing importance of apartheid ‘racial’ categories for which ur-
ban space was compartmentalised, even though the new South Africa has offi cially 
discarded them, other than for purposes of monitoring redress (MacDonald 2006). 

A competing explanation shifts the focus to the post-apartheid state and the ways 
in which South Africa’s redefi nition of the boundaries of citizenship after 1994 have 
entailed the creation of a new ‘other’: the non-citizen (Croucher 1998; Peberdy 2001; 
Nyamnjoh 2006). This new ‘other’ has often been racialised as the black African, 
undocumented migrant. In this perspective, the discourse coming from the highest 
levels of the African National Congress (ANC) state – rather than attitudes of the 
poor – has triggered longstanding xenophobic sentiments, which occasionally turn 
violent (Neocosmos 2006, 2008; Sharp 2008). A central issue concerns the way in 
which neoliberal state policy has privileged the interests of the rising black elite and 
the long-established white elite in favouring protectionist policies, while taking a 
defensive stance toward foreigners (Sharp 2008; Bond et al. 2009). 

In this view, the post-apartheid state has tacitly legitimised the spread of xenophobia 
in various ways (Neocosmos 2006; Desai 2008). First, national state agencies such 
as the South African Police Service and the Department of Home Affairs have been 
given licence to target foreigners for abuse while the government looks the other way.2 
Second, public offi cials have used infl ated estimates of legal and illegal immigrants 
(Bouillon 1998; Crush & Williams 2001). Senior government offi cials and ministers 
have used these fi gures to suggest being ‘fl ooded’ by migrants, in some cases to jus-
tify lagging service delivery and other policy failures (Neocosmos 2006; Nyamnjoh 
2006). This ‘numbers game’ is a recurring theme in many migrant-receiving countries, 
one that turns migrants into the problem and accentuates anti-immigrant sentiment in 
wider civil society (Trimikliniotis et al. 2008). Further, offi cials and politicians have 
pathologised undocumented migrants as the source of rising crime, unemployment, and 
the spread of HIV/Aids and other diseases (Human Rights Watch 1998, p. 4). Offi cial 
use of the term ‘illegal alien’ adds to the confl ation of immigration with illegality in 
the public sphere (Mosselson 2010). The linking of foreigners with illegality is also 
spread in the media, reinforcing notions of foreign Africans as a dangerous threat from 
the exterior (Jacobs & McDonald 2005; Dodson 2010; Monson 2012). 

A contrasting explanation highlights the micro politics of affected areas combined 
with the institutional failure of local government. Misago et al. (2009), for instance, 
suggest that in localities lacking legitimate and accountable public leadership, ‘paral-
lel’ leadership structures emerged that spearheaded the violence. In this framework, 

2 For a fuller account, see Desai (2008) and Mosselson (2010). Monson (2012, p. 188) also 
notes cases in which local police offi cers have incited violence against foreigners.
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the presence of such groups was a key factor in explaining why the attacks on im-
migrants occurred in particular areas but not in others with similar socio-economic 
conditions. These parallel structures, such as the Community Policing Forum and the 
South African National Civic Organisation (SANCO) in some sections of Alexandra,3 

infl icted violence to gain legitimacy and earn community members’ trust. Drawing 
on Agamben’s (1998) notion of a state of exception, Mosselson suggests that these 
groups were engaged in a political contest to enhance their status as decisive actors 
in their communities, and that non-nationals served as ‘vehicles through which this 
contest was fought out’ (Mosselson 2010, p. 649). Through collective violence aimed 
at foreigners, poor black communities engaged in a process of ‘boundary making’ to 
claim rights and entitlements as citizens (ibid., p. 650). 

Building on this work, Monson (2012, p. 173) views the xenophobic attacks as ‘lo-
cal level appropriations or incursions’ into the state’s legitimacy and its monopoly on 
the use of force, dual components of state sovereignty. In some areas that witnessed 
violence in May 2008, an extra-legal authority took shape that assumed ‘the control 
and legitimacy characteristics of the state’, thereby creating an alternative sovereign 
form, albeit on a small scale (ibid, p. 187).

Others have found that in places where local government structures are weak but 
progressive social movements are active, the politics of xenophobia can be effectively 
resisted. In the shack settlements in Durban where the movement Abahlali baseM-
jondolo has a strong presence, for instance, there were no accounts of xenophobic 
attacks or evictions in May 2008 (Neocosmos 2008). Literal or symbolic violence 
toward foreigners is thus not necessary for claiming the entitlements of citizenship. 
Yet, rather than discounting socio-economic deprivation as an explanatory factor for 
xenophobia, it is the reaction to such deprivation and inequality in specifi c places that 
calls for further investigation. Armed with these insights into the nature of xenophobia 
and difference, we will turn to Khutsong, a community that has avoided anti-foreigner 
violence in recent years.

7.3 Local context and methodology

Khutsong, a Tswana word for ‘place of peace’, was founded in 1958 as a satellite town-
ship outside ‘whites-only’ Carletonville, a mining centre on the West Rand (Johnston 
& Bernstein 2007). Migrants from neighbouring countries working in mining have 
a long history in the area, and although reliable fi gures are unavailable, it is known 
that Mozambicans have settled in large numbers in Khutsong since its beginnings 
(Mistry & Minnaar 2000).

Khutsong is located within Merafong Municipality, 13 km west of Carletonville 
and 64 km south-west of Johannesburg (see Fig. 7.1). From 1999 to 2005, Merafong 

3 Alexandra, a township in northern Johannesburg, was the site of the fi rst anti-foreigner 
attacks on 11 May 2008, which rapidly spread to multiple urban areas (Crush et al. 2008).
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Fig. 7.1: Merafong City with 2009 local municipality and provincial boundaries 
Source: Map prepared by Chris Wray, Gauteng City-Region Observatory.

was a cross-border municipality that straddled Gauteng and North West Provinces. 
As part of the local government democratisation process in the late 1990s, the ruling 
ANC set up the Municipal Demarcation Board in 1999 to draw new jurisdictions for 
municipal boundaries (Cameron 2006). In several cases, cross-border municipali-
ties were demarcated, following the rationale that interdependent communities that 
crossed provincial borders should remain intact. The ANC later found that cross-border 
municipalities were ineffi cient and moved to abolish them in 2005 (ibid.). After pro-
longed protests against its 2005 demarcation in North West Province, Merafong was 
incorporated fully into Gauteng in 2009 (Statistics South Africa 2011).

Khutsong had a population of 139,850, comprising over 60 per cent of the munici-
pality’s population, in 2007 (Merafong City Local Municipality 2009). Merafong’s 
economic base is dominated by mining, which contributed 31 per cent of its gross 
geographic product in 2005, dropping to 28 per cent in 2007 (Statistics South Africa 
2007). Employment, education levels and living conditions in Khutsong are lower 
than in Merafong as a whole. In 2011, 16 per cent of Merafong’s population had 
a household monthly income of R2,300 (US$252) or less (Statistics South Africa 
2011). Housing in Khutsong ranges from modest formal housing to self-built shacks 
in informal settlements. 

The mining industry in Merafong has been in decline, refl ecting falling interna-
tional gold prices from 1996 to 2005. The Merafong gold mines faced downscaling 
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and closure before 2005, but their outlook improved in ensuing years (ibid., p. 21). 
Unemployment in Merafong registered as 27.9 per cent in the 2011 census (Statistics 
South Africa 2011) but is widely viewed as higher than this. 

This chapter draws primarily on semi-structured interviews and group discussions 
conducted during fi eldwork in Khutsong in 2009 and 2010. Long-term residents, 
resident foreign nationals, and key informants were interviewed on the basis of a 
thematic guide. Local residents represented a range of ages, genders, and occupation, 
although most worked informally. In total, 21 interviews were conducted and 2 focus 
group discussions held in the local Catholic Church and an elementary school. The 
fi ndings are consistent with observations, but are not representative of the population 
at large. Review of census data, academic research, and municipal development plans 
complemented the fi eld research. The study relies on media reports to reconstruct the 
story of the demarcation protests. 

7.4 Earlier xenophobic practices in Khutsong

Foreign migrants in Khutsong have not always enjoyed peaceful coexistence with 
long-term residents. Despite several decades of mining work in the area, Mozam-
bicans faced state and police repression and intolerance from residents in the 1990s. 
In the late 1990s, researchers documented instances of xenophobia in Khutsong. In a 
1998 study by the Institute for Human Rights and Criminal Justice Studies, a range 
of anti-immigrant practices were observed in Khutsong, including mockery, extor-
tion, systematic discrimination, and physical assaults (Mistry & Minnaar 2000). The 
researchers found that the vast majority of non-South Africans living in the locality 
were Mozambicans. Many described their relationship with police in negative terms. 
A researcher with the Institute held focus groups with Mozambicans in Khutsong in 
2000 and found that regardless of legal status, they faced abuse by local authorities. 
Allegations included cases where following the arrest of foreigners in their homes, 
police left their front doors open so neighbours could rifl e through their belongings. 
Sexual abuse of women, especially undocumented women, by police offi cers was 
rife. Mozambicans also alleged denial of medical care and inability to report crimes 
for fear of deportation (Mistry et al. 2000).

This rising xenophobia in Khutsong paralleled broader macroeconomic trends and 
their intersection with micro-political struggles playing out in the township. During 
the apartheid era, foreign miners were insulated from township inhabitants as they 
mostly lived in mining compounds, or hostels. But with the end of infl ux controls and 
subsequent downsizing of the mining workforce, many workers left formal employ-
ment in the mines to seek informal alternatives in Merafong, Vaal and Johannesburg 
townships (Lubkemann 2009). Male labour migration to South African mines had 
been an institutionalised aspect of social life in southern Mozambique since the early 
1900s (Harries 1994; De Vletter 1998). As South Africa transformed into an industrial 
society, and manufacturing overtook mining and agriculture in contributing to national 
income after World War II (Maylam 1990), rising wages in manufacturing prompted 
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black South Africans to abandon mine work in favour of industrial and service jobs, 
a trend that had increased by the early 1970s (Lubkemann 2009). To compensate, 
southern Mozambique became a major source of labour recruitment (De Vletter 1998).

In Khutsong, male Mozambican workers’ shift from mining labour to informal 
forms of employment in the 1990s coincided with broader processes of socio-economic 
differentiation as apartheid barriers came down. South African residents increasingly 
felt the presence of Mozambicans as many sought residence and work in the town-
ship (Mistry & Minnaar 2000). While many Mozambican men sought to blend in as 
South Africans, others attracted suspicion, particularly as competition for local women 
(Mistry et al. 2000; see also Dodson 2010). Residence in township communities, in 
contrast to single-sex hostels, offered greater opportunities for contact with South 
African women and marriage (Lubkemann 2009). The concurrent infl ux of women 
from former homelands into urban areas increased these opportunities (Posel 1991). 
Amid the changing material conditions of mine – community relations, Mozambicans 
faced simmering local resentments that sometimes triggered outright hostility. 

7.5 Khutsong’s disputed boundary demarcation

Khutsong’s demarcation struggle concerned designations of boundaries and place. 
The campaign emphasised that territorial boundaries are not neutral geographic lines. 
Rather, boundary changes are often associated with a redistribution of political power 
and resources, with some groups benefi ting and others being disadvantaged (Giraut & 
Maharaj 2002). Moreover, in the course of the campaign, activists suggested a notion 
of inclusion that granted primacy to provincial boundaries, regardless of the citizen-
ship or place of origin of residents, while downplaying boundaries of nationality and 
ethnicity that were salient in areas affected by xenophobic violence. The demarcation 
struggle thus offers insight into Khutsong’s anti-xenophobic stance during and since 
May 2008.

From 2005 to 2007, Khutsong residents mobilised against the government’s plans 
to consolidate Khutsong into North West Province and demanded the right to remain 
in Gauteng. The unrest grew into a sustained mobilisation against the state. In Octo-
ber 2006, Khutsong’s registered voters boycotted the municipal elections en masse, 
while students and teachers observed a stayaway. Protesters burned tyres, looted 
shops, destroyed public property, and barricaded roads to render the township un-
governable. Although it sometimes turned to violence, the campaign represented the 
coming together of citizens’ groups to resist what they considered an undemocratic 
planning initiative. 

Prior to the 2006 municipal elections, the ANC government had announced that 
Khutsong would be transferred from Gauteng to North West Province. The proposed 
transfer of Merafong was part of a broader effort to phase out cross-border municipali-
ties. The rationale was to streamline urban governance and management by reducing 
duplication of administrative structures (Ndletyana 2007). The Constitution’s Twelfth 
Amendment Act (No. 23 of 2005) gave legislative support to the elimination of cross-
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border municipalities (ibid.). Yet the government’s credibility was marred by a lack 
of consultation with those most affected: local residents.

Khutsong residents’ opposition to the demarcation was rooted in several interlinked 
factors. First, they viewed North West as mostly rural, poorly resourced, and less de-
veloped than Gauteng, which was seen as providing better access to social services. 
Second, many residents had social and economic links with Gauteng, and there was 
a consensus that employment, commuting and spending were more tied to Gauteng 
than to North West. Third, many residents felt the demarcation would overlook local 
mineworkers’ historic contribution to Gauteng’s economy. Jomo Mogale (interview, 
2 September 2009) stated, ‘The people who built up Gauteng through their labour on 
the mines must be recognised as part of the province.’ 

Local activists in the Young Communist League (YCL) and the South African Com-
munist Party (SACP) organised peaceful protests leading up to the National Council 
of Provinces (NCOP) ruling on demarcation in December 2005. When the protests 
yielded no public consultation, the SACP and YCL activists formed the Merafong 
Demarcation Forum (MDF), a democratic organisation that led the protest actions. Its 
members included church leaders, small business owners, taxi drivers’ associations, 
representatives of Cosatu (the Congress of South African Trade Unions) affi liated 
teachers’ and mineworkers’ unions, and party activists in the Pan Africanist Congress 
(PAC) and United Democratic Movement (UDM). They nominated and elected Jomo 
Mogale, a schoolteacher, to chair the Forum.

The confl ict escalated as the NCOP announced its demarcation plans. On 2 Novem-
ber, MDF activists organised a stayaway, and protestors barricaded major intersections 
in Khutsong with boulders, refuse and portable toilets. Local schools observed the 
stayaway and cancelled matriculation exams, while several youths were arrested for 
looting (Ndaba & Maphumulo 2005). The next day, residents set the municipal build-
ing ablaze, looted shops and dismantled public phone booths. The MDF convened an 
assembly of some 3,000 people in the stadium, and 30 youths were arrested for looting 
(Ndaba & Maphumulo 2005). The next week, a crowd petrol-bombed several coun-
cillors’ houses while 14 councillors fl ed to a nearby mine compound (Ndaba 2005). 
MDF leaders met with ANC Minister for Provincial and Local Government Sidney 
Mufamadi but failed to resolve the worsening confl ict (Johnston & Bernstein 2007). 

Over the next two years, the protests grew into a sustained movement, which nur-
tured local political consciousness. Organisers held a mass meeting every Sunday, a 
group of women organised the Khutsong Women’s Forum as a branch of the MDF, and 
high school students were active demanding the release of arrested youth (interview, 
Khanyile, 13 August 2009). Residents openly revolted against the ANC, with estimates 
of 6,000 taking part in protests. Signalling frustration with then-President Mbeki in 
Khutsong before the December 2007 ANC conference in Polokwane, residents burned 
ANC membership cards and T-shirts with images of Mbeki.4 

4 The ANC party and government were split between loyalty to Thabo Mbeki and to Jacob 
Zuma (Mbeki’s successor in the presidency from May 2009) in this period. Mbeki resigned 
as president in September 2008.
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To show its mistrust of formal representative politics, the MDF organised a boycott 
of the March 2006 municipal elections in Khutsong. Only 232 of nearly 30,000 reg-
istered voters – less than 5 per cent – cast ballots (Ndletyana 2007).5 The MDF then 
invited the non-profi t organisation Lawyers for Human Rights (LHR) to challenge a 
constitutional amendment on municipal demarcation in South Africa’s Constitutional 
Court. The LHR built a case around state neglect of its obligation to facilitate public 
participation in the re-demarcation process. The Court dismissed the application, 
thereby requiring the grassroots movement MDF to continue its struggle through 
non-legal means.

The government’s top-down approach animated the protests and created popular 
support for the MDF. Stepping into the vacuum left by ward councillors and their 
ward committees, activists engaged with and organised residents. The MDF did more 
than mobilise protests; it became an ‘active interface’ that sought to relay community 
concerns to the state (Booysen 2007). When these avenues were blocked, the MDF 
turned to civil disobedience. At the struggle’s height, the MDF attracted crowds of 
some 20,000 residents to Khutsong’s stadium (Philp 2009). At the heart of Khutsong’s 
civil unrest was the state’s exclusion of residents from decision-making that affected 
their living conditions in concrete ways. Neither local nor central government used 
existing channels to include residents in the process. As discussed below, these dynam-
ics encouraged a particular sense of place-based identity and belonging to emerge in 
Khutsong, which was based on a common situation rather than a common nationality 
or ethnicity (Pithouse 2009).

7.6 Civil society and inclusive place-based identities

By rejecting xenophobia, civil society leaders and residents of Khutsong conveyed the 
idea that living with difference could strengthen their community. Khutsong activists 
explicitly resisted the politics of xenophobia, for instance by joining the newly formed 
Coalition against Xenophobia (CAX) after the May 2008 attacks. Spearheaded by the 
Anti-Privatisation Forum, CAX criticised the ANC’s restrictive immigration policy and 
public discourse as inciting xenophobia. The MDF joined other civil society groups 
in signing a ‘Pledge of Solidarity against Xenophobia’ drafted by CAX (CAX 2008). 

Why did Khutsong residents come together to oppose violent xenophobia in their 
community? One explanation suggests the importance of material demands and the 
geographic scale of these demands. At one level, the demarcation dispute was about 
service delivery – specifi cally, opposition to perceived poorer services in North West 
Province. Yet, the protests also acquired broader symbolic stakes relating to govern-
ment accountability, belonging, community and citizenship.

5 In contrast, 13,422 voters cast ballots in the 2000 municipal elections, a turnout of 57 per 
cent (Johnston & Bernstein 2007).
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Since 2004, community protests against lagging service delivery have spread 
across South African cities (Atkinson 2007; Alexander 2010) (see Pernegger 2014). 
These protests broke out in townships and informal settlements, often targeting local 
councillors and ward committees and delegitimising local political offi cials as self-
serving and corrupt. The HSRC (2008) study linked service delivery protests and rising 
xenophobia, stating, ‘The nature of the resistance to foreign migrants stems mainly 
from local economic and public resource competition’ (HSRC 2008, pp. 5–6). It also 
noted ‘the spatial manner in which foreign migrants have settled in South Africa, 
i.e. integrated within existing and largely depressed communities’ (ibid.). It added 
that working-age men who are struggling to fi nd employment feel ‘most directly 
threatened by the migration of large numbers of “working men” from other parts of 
the continent’ (ibid.).

These broad structural factors apply in Khutsong. As in other sites of local protest 
across South Africa, ‘service delivery’ is understood in Khutsong as access to resources 
and its implications for livelihoods and local development (Ruiters 2006; Booysen 
2007). Yet a key difference relates to the indirect way in which protestors pressed for 
improved services in Khutsong. While outsiders often viewed it as a service delivery 
protest, for participants, the principle demand was inclusion in Gauteng. While other 
service delivery protests targeted local councillors, Khutsong’s rebellion widened the 
arena to include the national government, the only state entity that could respond to 
its immediate demands. The residents protested against the ANC’s top-down politi-
cal control of local politics. Accordingly, they did not tend to view foreign migrants 
as unwanted competitors for local services and businesses, but rather as providing 
added support for a popular demand. These dynamics evidence the ways that spatial 
scale both shapes and underpins struggles for social justice (Cox 1998; Purcell 2003).

A second point relates to the role of unoffi cial civic leadership and an active citi-
zenry. Local elected offi cials – the mayor and ward councillors – were largely absent 
during Khutsong’s upheaval. Rather, a group of ordinary residents offered leadership 
and framed the struggle in terms of questions of rights and belonging. Jomo Mogale, 
Paul Ncwane, a former football star, and Siphiwe Nkutha, a youth activist and YCL 
local secretary, were key fi gures in the protests. All three are fl uent in English, which 
aided media exposure. Nkutha said that the Forum didn’t really lead; rather, com-
munity members took up the fi ght alongside it. These activists acted as ‘critical urban 
planning agents’, transmitting popular, bottom-up demands to the state in an effort to 
change the status quo (Souza 2006). 

MDF leaders claimed ethical motivations for quelling xenophobia. Nkutha wanted 
the movement to ‘set an example to the country’ (interview, 2 September 2009). To 
achieve this, it encouraged solidarity among local residents, and it communicated 
this message in mass meetings and smaller strategy sessions, which pushed leaders 
to be accountable to activists and ordinary residents, with whom they interacted daily. 
The campaign offered an entry point to political participation for many inhabitants, 
including non-citizens. 

This ethical position was sometimes framed by pan-African ideology. Mogale 
explained that the MDF had passed a community resolution to avoid harming for-
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eigners. ‘We said “these are our brothers and sisters”. We told people that blaming 
foreigners was wrong. After all, we owe Africans a debt of gratitude as repayment for 
their sacrifi ces during the [anti-apartheid] struggle and for helping to build our mining 
industry’ (interview, 2 September 2009). Residents noted in interviews that accepting 
immigrants stemmed from individual morality, but also from collective responsibility. 
MDF leaders called residents into the Khutsong stadium using loudspeakers from an 
old bakkie (pickup truck), and they called on people to defend immigrants’ rights. 
As one Tswana-speaking resident said, ‘The leaders told us that foreigners are also 
residents of Khutsong’ (interview, 3 September 2009).

Apart from these ethical concerns, there were strategic reasons for halting the spread 
of xenophobic violence, which swept through most large townships in Gauteng in 
May–June 2008 (Philp 2009), and which continues to threaten South African society 
(Landau 2013). MDF leaders believed xenophobia could divide and sidetrack the 
movement. Furthermore, recent immigrants’ stake in the boundary dispute might have 
been limited. Yet as the protests spread, protection was allegedly offered in exchange 
for support (see Park 2009). One respondent noted that in joining the protests, he 
believed looters might spare his shop. Activists felt that gaining immigrants’ buy-in 
would boost the movement’s ranks and its bargaining power with the state.6 

This experience diverges from Misago et al.’s (2009, p. 38) account, which holds 
that in violent communities in May 2008, ‘there was an absence of offi cial, institu-
tionalized leadership’ and parallel structures emerged to ‘fi ll gaps’. The authors add, 
‘[in] affected areas, these structures completely appropriate the authority that should 
belong to local government…’ (ibid.). Monson (2012) notes that such extra-legal 
authorities had their own claims to legitimacy, but were often subsumed by private 
interests. While the MDF similarly fi lled a void in offi cial leadership, its leaders were 
democratically elected and to some extent held accountable to serve community in-
terests. Yet, its commitment to non-violence appears contradictory – the MDF used 
violent tactics in the demarcation struggle but opposed violence toward foreigners.

A third factor concerns claims of identity and how they unfolded in a local strug-
gle. The longevity of Khutsong’s mobilisation encouraged a sense of place to build. 
While focused on provincial boundaries, activists downplayed other boundaries of 
nationality and ethnicity, which served to divide insiders from outsiders in areas af-
fected by anti-immigrant violence. This mode of social membership emerged within 
a grassroots coalition, which strove for cohesion to increase its leverage. Activists 
practised what planning theorists have called ‘network power’, defi ned as ‘power 
that grows as it is shared and is not a zero-sum game’ (Innes 2004, p. 13). This was 
a political project founded on a common situation rather than a common nationality 
or ethnicity (Pithouse 2009).

6 There is evidence that Khutsong was not fully immune to xenophobia during the demarca-
tion struggle. One report stated that in 2007, anti-government protests turned violent and 
several Somali-owned trading stores were looted (Seale 2008; IRIN 2008, cited in Park 
2009). This appears to have been an isolated incident. 
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Public offi cials overlooked this emerging attachment to place in Khutsong. 
Residents, meanwhile, began to see locality as a marker of political identity. They 
viewed the provincial boundaries not as a technocratic issue, or a matter of neutral 
geographic lines, but as having important material and political meanings and effects 
(Ramutsindela 2013). The demarcation was also seen as a form of displacement, 
and this territorial focus enabled residents to assert the legitimacy of their demands. 
Khutsong’s history of geographical ambivalence and exclusion might have further 
enhanced empathy towards others – migrants, asylum seekers, temporary sojourners 
– and their struggles in staking a claim to a place.7 

While not always successful, activists created alliances within civil society by 
building a shared identity as inhabitants. Paralleling social movements in global cit-
ies, Khutsong residents practised ‘a new politics in which inhabitance, rather than 
nationality, forms the basis of political community and decision-making authority’ 
(Purcell 2003, p. 566). Further, the infl uence of progressive parties and trade unions 
within the MDF suggests that forms of class solidarity supported the attachment to 
place. The histories of mine work and unionising traditions strengthened these class-
based local identities.

7.7 Changing relations with foreigners in Khutsong

Khutsong’s history is interlinked with the South African mining industry and the 
West Rand gold mines. As in other South African mining regions, the industry has 
relied on large numbers of cross-border and domestic migrants (Harries 1994; De 
Vletter 1998; Crush 2001). The local branch of the National Union of Mineworkers 
(NUM), a Cosatu affi liate that formed in 1982, has fi gured prominently in Merafong. 
Its membership is open to all mineworkers, and the union has espoused a non-racial 
and non-nationalist ethos (Park 2009). The NUM sought to build solidarity among 
its members to oppose the powerful mining industry and its attempts to divide work-
ers along ethnic and national lines. It achieved this, particularly during the apartheid 
era when ‘racial despotism’ served as a common enemy (Buhlungu & Bezuidenhout 
2008, p. 285). Notwithstanding labour unrest in 2012, the NUM has fostered bonds 
between citizens and non-citizens in the mining workforce (ibid.; Moodie 2009).

Mining labour migration has been largely male-oriented, and many immigrants 
integrated themselves into Khutsong, marrying South African women, learning to 
speak Tswana or Zulu, and establishing families. The mining industry has faced re-
structuring since the 1990s, and when miners were retrenched, many relocated from 
hostels to townships to work in the burgeoning informal economy (De Vletter 1998; 

7 In addition to the demarcation struggle of 2005–09, under apartheid, the National Party 
and the Bophuthatswana administration tried unsuccessfully to detach Khutsong from the 
Transvaal. In the 1960s, geologists linked subterranean dolomite formations to residential 
property damage in the township. Provincial offi cials drew up a relocation plan in 2000, 
but it was never implemented (Johnston & Bernstein 2007).
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Moodie 2009). While the majority of non-nationals in Khutsong are Mozambican, 
there has been a post-2008 infl ux of new groups, including Ethiopians and Somalis. 
Many of these new migrants work in retail, operating small grocery stores and ‘tuck 
shops’. A Somali shopkeeper told me in 2010 that there are now six Somali-owned 
shops in Khutsong. Some residents feel the newcomers in particular undermine local 
businesses by undercutting prices and not hiring locals. The recent immigrants are 
often viewed as less integrated into local culture than the Mozambicans, and they may 
face socio-spatial exclusion. Nevertheless, several Somali and Ethiopian respondents 
said they chose to live in Khutsong as it seemed relatively safe and secure.

Recent immigrants offered mixed accounts of their participation in the demarcation 
campaign. Siyat Ahmed, a Somali shopkeeper who has lived in Khutsong for one year 
– and in South Africa for two years – admitted that he did not fully understand the is-
sue: ‘I don’t know a lot about this country. South Africa is South Africa for me. I can’t 
see the difference between being part of Gauteng or North West.’ Others conceded that 
there was coercion to join. Some more established immigrants, however, embraced the 
cause. Expressing a sense of urban citizenship and belonging, Rafael Larga, a Mozam-
bican who had lived in Khutsong for nine years, said, ‘We did not want to be part of 
North West. We are Gauteng people. We marched on our own accord.’ An elementary 
schoolteacher noted that foreigners were ‘united with us’. She said both South African 
and immigrant pupils were keenly aware of the protests. An elderly Xhosa-speaking 
woman, however, saw foreigners as unaware and transitory: ‘they were just doing their 
own things. They were not helping us’(interview, 20 August 2009).

The discrepancy suggests the need to distinguish between Mozambicans and other 
newcomers in a diversifying area. The former tend to differ from the latter in length 
of residence, extent of contact with long-term residents, and along ethnic, cultural and 
religious lines. Given their longer residence in the community, and cultural proximity 
to black South Africans, Mozambicans have cultivated personal relationships, local 
knowledge, and social investments in Khutsong. Along with common experiences of 
mining labour and trade union membership, social contact between Mozambicans and 
long-term residents occurs within neighbourhoods and local shebeens.8 Opportunities 
for social interaction probably encouraged Mozambicans to join in the demarcation 
protests while defusing hostility from locals (see Mitchell 2011). Conversely, post-
2008 immigrants often lack these points of contact. 

When residents talk about ‘migrants’ and ‘foreigners’, they may not refer to Mo-
zambicans, who are often viewed as cultural insiders. Mozambicans appear to down-
play their national identity while seeking to blend in, emphasising their belonging 
in Khutsong and Gauteng, a stance referred to elsewhere as ‘tactical cosmopolitan-
ism’ (Landau 2006). In contrast, the integration of Somalis and Ethiopians is more 
tenuous. As MDF leader Siphiwe Nkutha noted, ‘The issue of xenophobia is around 
the Somalis because they did not yet familiarise themselves with the people.’ This 

8 The Muslim faith of Somalis in Khutsong includes dietary restrictions on meat and alcohol 
that preclude the opportunities for interacting with black South Africans in local pubs and 
shebeens. 
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observation suggests that xenophobia remains a threat, and challenging it is a process 
rather than a one-off event.

7.8  Conclusion: a socially and spatially inclusive urban 
governance?

In recent analyses of xenophobia in South Africa, the anti-foreigner practices and 
discourses of the post-apartheid state and society have been viewed as perpetuating the 
exclusions of apartheid, ‘scaled up from the intra-national to the international level’ 
(Dodson 2010, p. 12). Amid the ongoing dismantling of apartheid spatial planning, 
there are unresolved theoretical and practical issues with respect to multiculturalism, 
racial and socio-economic equality, and culturally inclusive local governance. Despite 
the observed cases of hostility toward foreigners in the 1990s, Khutsong’s residents 
broadly opposed xenophobia and protected non-nationals during the outbreaks of 
violence in May–June 2008. They did so through a process that focused on attachment 
to place and local identity, yet did not retreat into chauvinism. 

What lessons can be gleaned for practitioners and researchers of urban govern-
ance? First, echoing Watson (2006), policy makers can learn from ‘unoffi cial’ civil 
society as represented by grassroots organisations. The MDF was not imposed by a 
well-meaning NGO; it was an organisation for and by the poor in Khutsong. While 
it had its rivalries and internal confl icts, it represented many residents’ wishes for 
the future while maintaining democratic forms of leadership. While concerns over 
scarcity and service delivery motivated many of the MDF’s demands, in the process 
the organisation transformed political subjectivities and values in a way that does not 
map cleanly onto apartheid-era social categories.

Drawing on this experience, urban governance researchers can urge a reframing 
of our conceptual understandings of xenophobia. Rather than blaming the poor and 
marginalised for mistrust and exclusion of outsiders, we must understand xenophobia 
as deeply rooted in South Africa and elsewhere, often fed by powerful opinion leaders, 
offi cials and politicians, the media, and ordinary citizens, in a way that elides an inher-
ent state/society opposition. As the Khutsong case shows, relative deprivation is not a 
suffi cient condition for anti-foreigner violence (Fauvelle-Aymar & Segatti 2012), and 
many deeply impoverished areas were peaceful during May 2008 (Neocosmos 2008). 
For researchers, the example of Khutsong suggests that cases where such violence 
did or did not occur must be sensitively investigated with all of the methodological 
resources we have available. Such research can cut through mainstream representa-
tions of actors, including victims and perpetrators, by listening to those most directly 
affected by these events, including their experiences and grievances.

As Khutsong’s experience suggests, avoiding the politics of xenophobia is a mul-
tifaceted challenge. Through working to promote acceptance of ethnic and national 
difference, urban policy makers can support residents in setting up mediation processes, 
such as training for foreign merchants in communicating with long-term residents and 
shopkeepers about pricing, local hiring, and other contentious issues. In Khutsong, 
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Somalis and Ethiopians face deeper exclusion than Mozambicans, who have gained 
points of contact with locals, partly due to often longer stays in the community. In 
this context, practitioners can encourage communities to address fears and anxie-
ties that underpin local tensions through public forums and strategy sessions, which 
fi gured importantly in the anti-demarcation struggle. Planners can also promote the 
recognition of cultural difference, so that non-nationals are not merely accepted but 
affi rmed. This might include the provision of socially sensitive social services (see 
Sandercock 2003). Moreover, a planning process for confronting socio-economic and 
racial inequalities is needed alongside planning for multiculturalism.

To further this aim, our approach to urban governance can promote recognition of 
the rights that accompany inhabiting a locality, in the sense of contributing to a city 
or community as a lived space (Purcell 2003). The notion of inhabitance as marking 
citizenship challenges understandings of citizenship as tied to nationality, offsetting 
the centrality of the nation-state. Such recognition, as noted by several authors in this 
book, advances the right to the city. This approach contributes to a research agenda 
that has the potential not only for understanding previous processes of inclusion and 
exclusion, but also for shaping them in the future.
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