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Low-income African migrant women and social 
exclusion in South Africa

Jonathan Mafukidze and Vandudzai Mbanda 

abstract

The objective of this study was to understand how low-income African migrant women respond to socio-economic exclusion 

within South Africa so as to contribute to existing knowledge on women and migration. It examines the experiences of these 

women in relation to how these are influenced by and influence the structures and practices that exclude them. Structured and 

unstructured interviews and observation were the core qualitative techniques that were used to gather data in Thohoyandou (a 

settlement that straddles the rural-urban divide) and Pretoria (a metropolitan city). The data was thematically analysed and the 

findings suggest that migrant women experience both female specific and generally shared difficulties in gaining entry into the 

economic and social spheres. Their exclusion is exacerbated by labelling, prejudice and administrative decisions and impacts 

hard upon them due to their lowly socio-economic status. Furthermore, the findings also suggest that migrant women are 

innovative and resourceful and show a good understanding of the context in which they live.

keywords

migrrant women, social exclusion, economic exclusion, feminisation of migration

Introduction

Large flows of migrants from the Southern 

African region to South Africa can be traced 

back to the discovery of the Kimberley diamond 

fields in1870, and gold on the Witwatersrand in 

1886 (Dodson 2008, Crush et al. 2005, Oucho 

2006, Wentzel and Tlabela 2006). From these 

early days up until the 1960s migration to South 

Africa was male-dominated partly because 

mines demanded male labour and partly due 

to restrictive colonial laws which made female 

migration nearly impossible (Cross 2006, Dodson 

1998, Adepoju 1997). However, in the postcolonial 

period migration of African women began to rise 

and reached great heights with the attainment 

of democratic rule in South Africa (Dodson 2008, 

Adepoju 2006, Oucho 2006). In Southern Africa 

today, women are increasingly moving not as 

dependants accompanying or joining spouses 

or families but independently as jobseekers, 

students, professionals, cross-border traders and 

business persons (Dodson 2008, Lefko-Everrett 
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many enter the country illegally, their medical 

condition is only known after they are arrested 

and tested. Migrants therefore seemingly pose 

a threat to the South African health system. This 

view has been strengthened by recent research 

which has affirmed a strong link between the 

spread of HIV/AIDS and migration (Crush et al. 

2005, Kahn et al. 2003, Maharaj & Rajkumar 1997). 

Accordingly, migrants come to be perceived as a 

threat to the social, health and economic stability 

of South Africa (McDonald et al. 2000, Crush 

1999, Maharaj & Rajkumar 1997). 

Migration into South Africa is understood to 

be caused by the lure of a thriving economy, a 

strong health system, good housing and a stable 

democracy (Lekogo 2006, Neocosmos 2006, 

Reitzes 1993). Migration is therefore believed 

to result from an individual’s rational choice to 

increase his/her welfare or utility by moving to 

another place with better potential (Skeldon 1990). 

Such a view obscures the reality that other factors 

such as war, political instability, famine, and 

environmental challenges also push individuals out 

of one place to seek refuge in another. In essence 

it gives impetus to the argument that migration 

into South Africa will continue to rise, considering 

that the SADC region still remains economically 

weak, unless it tightened its border controls and 

significantly removed illegal migrants already in 

the country (Crush et al. 2005). In the recent past, 

there were calls for the Department of Home 

Affairs and the South African Defence Force to 

erect an electric fence along the country’s borders 

and to deploy military personnel to make borders 

impenetrable (Adepoju 2006, Landau 2006, 

Neocosmos 2006, Oucho 2006, Nyamnjoh 2002). 

But such calls were weakened by counter views 

suggesting that such a move would exacerbate 

2007). Another significant population of female 

migrants is moving as refugees and asylum 

seekers due to continued political and economic 

instability in some countries in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) region 

(Dodson 2008, Lefko-Everrett 2007). However, 

the experiences of migrant women are not well 

known due to the subdued attention paid to 

them as migrants (Lefko-Everrett 2007). This 

briefing seeks to contribute towards filling in this 

knowledge gap, in a small way though, by paying 

attention to the experiences of low-income African 

migrant women in South Africa. It documents and 

analyses their experiences with the intention of 

bringing out the various ways in which women are 

impacted upon by various forms of exclusion and 

how they in turn negotiate for space and structure 

their coping strategies. In so doing, it hopes to 

significantly contribute towards the increasing 

visibility of female migrants. 

The feminisation of migration is taking place at 

a time when migration of both men and women 

into South Africa is rising and concomitantly 

triggering a negative attitude from the host 

country. This rising negativity is resulting in a bleak 

portrayal of migration and migrants from the north 

of South Africa (Landau 2006). Metaphors such 

as ‘black tide from the north’, ‘floods’, ‘tsunami’ 

and ‘invasions’ are used in political and academic 

discourses to project the perceived identity and 

size of the moving population and its potentially 

devastating impact on the receiving site (Landau 

2006, Oucho 2006, Crush et al. 2005). ‘Black tide’, 

for instance, points to the racial composition of the 

migrants while ‘tsunami’ and ‘flood’ emphasise 

their overwhelming intrusive and destructive 

nature (Landau 2006, Oucho 2006, Crush et al. 

2005). Unsubstantiated figures are also provided 

to support the notion of flooding (Landau 2006). 

Maharaj and Rajkumar 1997 further note that 

migrants are also known to carry many diseases 

with epidemic potential such as yellow fever, 

cholera and other subtropical illnesses but since 

Migration into South Africa is understood to be 

caused by the lure of a thriving economy
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(Neocosmos 2006, Reitzes 1993).

Against this backdrop, women of various 

economic and social standing are increasingly 

moving into South Africa, a country that already 

carries more migrants than it welcomes. These 

women have to negotiate for space with the 

local population and male migrants irrespective 

of unequal power relations that may exist. How 

they negotiate and what comes out of it is 

what this study seeks to bring to the fore. 

This study responds to the need to create an 

understanding of how migrants relate with the 

socio-economic world in which they live and work. 

It focuses specifically on female migrants in order 

to contribute towards the understanding of their 

less known gendered experiences as latecomers 

to major cross-border movements. 

This briefing is divided into five sections following 

this introduction. The first section addresses 

definitions and explanations of terms used, followed 

by a short section on research questions. The 

third section deals with research methods, paying 

attention to background information and techniques 

used for data collection and analysis. The fourth 

section presents findings and a discussion and the 

fifth and last section forms the conclusion. 

Definition of terms

Social exclusion

The understanding of social exclusion for this 

briefing is informed by Giddens (2006) and Todman 

(2004). According to Giddens (2006), exclusion 

implies the shutting out of one person by another 

which leads to constrained or no access to both 

material and social space. Social exclusion could 

also result from an individual actor’s decisions 

such as failing to fulfill legal obligations or breaking 

the law (Giddens 2006). In this study we analyse 

how and where migrants are shut out and where 

they are allowed entry into the mainstream socio-

economic space and how they respond to practices 

they encounter. We also remain cognisant that one 

form of exclusion tends to result in other forms 

of exclusion with the possibility of ultimately 

cascading into a broader denial of social justice 

(Giddens 2006, Todman 2004).

Labelling and victimhood

Labels ascribed to migrants result not only in 

describing them but also in creating identities 

that hosts find convenient and appropriate 

(Hetherington’s 2003). Thus labelling helps in 

creating and re-creating a world in convenient 

images, that is, in ways that confirm and support 

a particular way of thinking and imagining of the 

“self” and the “other” (Zetter 2007). In essence, 

labels are produced by metaphors embedded in 

discourses. For instance, in South Africa, Nigerians 

are labelled as drug dealers while Zimbabweans, 

Mozambicans and Malawians are regarded as 

job seekers and illegal undocumented criminals 

(Landau 2006, Crush et al. 2005, Kahn et al. 

2003, McDonald et al. 2000, Maharaj & Rajkumar 

1997). There are also gender specific labels such 

as “women or men snatchers” that are ascribed 

to all migrant groups regardless of nationality. In 

many instances migrants are accorded treatment 

that reconciles with the labels they carry. At the 

same time the host population projects itself as 

the opposite of the negative “other”, (the migrant) 

and through the juxtaposition of the bad other 

and the good self, the host population appears 

to be the victim of the migration process. Claims 

of victimhood are in turn used in justifying any 

negative treatment of migrants. For example, 

Mangosuthu Buthelezi argued in 1998, as the 

then Minister of Home Affairs, for the removal 

from the country of between 2.5-5 million 

migrants because they were illegal and were 

taking away jobs from citizens while straining 

socio-economic resources (Crush 1999, Maharaj 

& Rajkumar 1997). Collective victimhood then 

appears as an ‘organising metaphor’ around which 

supposed victims organise and justify their actions 

(Confino 2005, p. 49-50, Mamdani 2001, Fanon 
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The migration of African women has risen significantly in 
recent times.
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1967). Building on these established arguments, 

this briefing explores the ways in which female 

migrants deal with labels in a context in which 

they are disadvantaged by being poor outsiders.

Research question

This briefing investigates migrant African women in 

their role as agents in the migration process, looking 

at how they relate with structures and individual 

actors as they negotiate their socio-economic 

participation. Two questions guide this research:

1.  How do low-income African migrant women 

construct and understand their survival 

strategies in South Africa?

2.  How do migrant women perceive themselves 

and the host population and why?

Method 

This study focuses on how female migrants from 

other African countries map out their livelihoods 

and shape their identities as they relate with the 

South African socio-economic and institutional 

milieu. To explore these issues a case study 

method was used.

Context 

This study was carried out in Pretoria and 

Thohoyandou with the aim of establishing 

contextual similarities and differences in relation 

to migrant experiences. Pretoria is a metropolitan 

city and the centre of power in South Africa. It 

has a large international migrant population lured 

by a well-established economy and proximity to 

other metropolitan cities and, to some extent, the 

presence of the offices of the Department of Home 

Affairs that process asylum and refugee papers. In 

Pretoria, investigations were confined to Pretoria 

Central, Arcadia and Sunnyside residential flats that 

extend from the central business district towards the 

east as well as in Mamelodi Extension 20. Extension 

20 is a low-income settlement in Mamelodi, a 

former apartheid black township. It began as an 

informal settlement and became formalised after 

the year 2000. Its proximity to the train station 

attracts migrants who use the train to and from 

work. Local residents of Extension 20 are largely 

Pedi-speaking and fall mainly into the low-income 

category. Migrants who reside in Extension 20 rent 

rooms in main houses or outside structures from 

landlords who largely live on the same premises. 

In Pretoria Central, Sunnyside and Arcadia migrants 

rent flats, houses or rooms while some occupy 

abandoned buildings as discussed below. 

Thohoyandou is a small town in Limpopo 

Province, to the northeast of Pretoria. Its proximity 

to the rural areas allows some of its residents to 

work in farms or surrounding villages while residing 

in the town. In Thohoyandou, the study was 

carried out in Manini, a settlement that stretches 

from the town deep into the rural areas. Manini 
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from the area surrounding Thohoyandou stadium 

forming part of the immediate rural area. Much 

of its rural land is owned and farmed by black 

small–scale crop producers. Migrants either rent 

rooms from locals or live on mountain sides and 

along rivers as explained below. The population of 

Manini is small and largely Venda-speaking. 

The two study areas, Thohoyandou and Pretoria, 

were deliberately chosen. Pretoria represents big 

cities, with diverse opportunities for diverse migrants 

and hosts alike, while Thohoyandou represents 

small towns whose life easily blends with rural 

activities. These differences were thought to be 

important in influencing the way migrants think 

and live. The study began with the assumption that 

there is a link between location, socio-economic 

access, population size and how individuals and 

groups perceive themselves and others. 

Respondents 

Only long-term female migrants were considered 

as respondents for this study since the study 

wanted to understand the experiences of women 

who were staying for a long  period in the country 

and not cross-border traders who straddled 

international borders. Long-term female migrants 

are defined as non-South African women who 

are trying to establish themselves in the country 

through work, study, marriage or partnership, or 

immigration, and plan to stay in the country for no 

less than six months (Lefko-Everett 2007: 11)

The study involved 70 adult African migrant 

women from nine countries. Thohoyandou 

provided 25 respondents, 11 of whom were 

from Zimbabwe, seven from Mozambique, 

three from Malawi, two from Cameroon and 

two from Zambia. The Thohoyandou migrant 

population lacked diversity hence the decision to 

meet fewer respondents compared to Pretoria. 

In Thohoyandou, respondents were interviewed 

at workplaces and in homes, on mountain sides 

and along rivers where some resided. Initial 

respondents were identified through a religious 

leader who assists migrants in various ways 

and from then on others were met through 

the snowballing approach The 45 respondents 

drawn from Pretoria originated from Cameroon 

(4), Malawi (4), Mozambique (4), Tanzania (4), 

Uganda (4), Zambia (4), Zimbabwe (6), Ghana (7) 

and Nigeria (8). The study deliberately selected 

respondents from countries that had a big visible 

migrant population presence and only those who 

were from the low-income sector

Data collection

The study used two qualitative techniques in data 

gathering: direct observation and semi-structured 

and unstructured interviews. Direct observation 

allowed researchers to see where and how most 

of the respondents worked or lived. However due 

to limited time they could only gain minimal insight 

into how migrants related through observation. The 

study complimented observation with the use of 

open-ended semi-structured interviews to capture 

migrant experiences, thoughts and aspirations. In 

these interviews, the study enquired about why 

and where respondents worked and lived and the 

challenges they faced. Unstructured interviews 

were used to gather narratives from 20 of our 70 

respondents who showed, during semi-structured 

interviews, that they had stories to tell. These were 

taken as key informants who provided rich stories 

laden with migrant experiences. Unstructured 

interviews allowed conversations to move in 

all possible directions and in so doing affirmed 

recognition and appreciation of the individuality 

and agency of every respondent. 

Data analysis

Data for this study was analysed thematically and 

comparatively. It was an ongoing process that 

began soon after the first few interviews. We 

began the study with several themes in mind. 

After a couple of interviews, several more themes 

emerged and we collated these to form the 
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central focus of our study. During and after data 

collection we compared how different respondents 

addressed similar themes, seeking to understand 

why there were similarities and differences. 

Findings

This study explored various aspects of female 

African migrant experiences oscillating between 

factual, emotional and sentimental issues. Our 

questions and interviews were designed so that 

respondents would freely discuss these issues. 

Our inclination was to capture reality as perceived 

by respondents. 

The women and their reasons for migrating 

The respondents were relatively young female 

adults whose ages ranged from 19 to 50 with an 

average of 31. Out of the 70 respondents 21 were 

married, 18 were divorced while the rest described 

themselves as never married or single. All the 21 

married and 18 divorced plus eight of the single 

women had children they either lived with or had 

left under the custody of a relative or spouse in the 

country of origin or in a third country. However all the 

70 women said they were breadwinners in South 

Africa and had responsibilities over other family 

members outside the country to whom they send 

remittances at least once every two months. Only 

28 of the respondents obtained a full high school 

certificate. Out of the 28 women who successfully 

completed high school education, six trained as 

teachers, three completed nursing courses, while 

19 completed various tertiary courses.  

Table 1 below exhibits various attributes of the 

respondents, namely marital status and levels of 

education. The figures for levels of education do 

not add up to the number of respondents because 

the attributes for education are not exhaustive of 

all levels of education and also those individuals 

who pass high school are the same people who 

go on to attain tertiary qualifications.  

Although all the 25 respondents encountered in 

Thohoyandou described themselves as employed, 

19 of them expressed dissatisfaction with the 

work they were doing and were in the process of 

looking for better jobs. Of the 25 women, three 

worked as hairdressers although one owned the 

salon in which she worked with one other while 

the other one was employed by another migrant 

woman elsewhere, five were farm workers, two 

were domestic workers, two more were tuck-

shop operators with one being the owner of both 

tuckshops, three worked at food outlets, two 

were self-employed fruit and vegetable vendors, 

five were members of brick moulding groups, 

while the last three were members of two land 

clearing groups. The women who worked in 

groups teamed up with migrant men. The groups 

that moulded bricks either produced them for 

Table 1: Profiles of respondents

Country Cameroon Ghana Malawi Mozambique Nigeria Tanzania Uganda Zambia Zimbabwe

No. of 

Respondents

6 7 7 11 8 4 4 6 17

Marital 

Status:

Married 0 1 3 4 2 1 2 1 7

Divorced 1 2 2 3 3 1 0 2 4

Never married 5 4 2 4 3 2 2 3 6

Education:

Passed high school 2 3 2 1 3 1 2 1 13

Trained as teachers 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 5

Trained as nurses 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3

Other tertiary 
qualifications

1 2 2 3 5 1 1 2 2
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those who cleared land were actually hired by 

farmers for a fee to do so.  

In Pretoria as in Thohoyandou, the women 

worked either for themselves or for someone 

on a fulltime or part time basis. Those who were 

employed by other people were distributed as 

follows: Three worked as hairdressers, two as 

domestic workers, five as waitresses, two as 

fruit and vegetable vendors, two as till operators, 

three operated tuckshops known in South Africa 

as spaza shops, four worked as public phone 

operators and three as construction site workers. 

All of these women worked on a full time basis and 

were paid a fixed wage, except for the waitresses 

who were not given any wages by their employers 

but depended on tips from the customers they 

served. Among those in self-employment three 

were fruit and vegetable vendors, one was an ice 

cream vendor, three operated spaza shops, three 

operated public phones, six were hairdressers and 

five were sex workers.

The women gave various reasons for migrating 

to South Africa with 21 of the 70 describing 

themselves as refugees. Of these 21, 12 were from 

Zimbabwe, four from Uganda, two from Nigeria 

and three from Cameroon. They cited political 

instability, harassment and war as the factors 

that pushed them out of their countries to seek 

refuge in South Africa. They noted that they ended 

up working partly because South Africa, SADC 

and the United Nations did not provide asylum 

seekers and refugees with reasonable financial 

assistance and accommodation. Therefore they 

had to find ways of providing for themselves and 

their dependents even though they would have 

preferred to study rather than work.  Of the other 

49 women five followed their spouses; three of 

these were from Zimbabwe, one from Malawi, 

and one from Ghana. Then there were four who 

accompanied their guardians as minors many years 

ago, three of whom came from Mozambique and 

one from Tanzania. Of the remaining 40 women 

11 revealed that they left their countries to come 

to South Africa simply to heal from the effects 

of various kinds of failures and challenges they 

had experienced. A woman from Ghana revealed 

that she decided to leave her country after going 

through a devastating divorce process. Frustration 

also caused two friends from Malawi to come 

to South Africa after they had failed to raise 

money to enter college. Similarly, two women left 

Mozambique after their homes and possessions 

were destroyed by floods, and one decided 

to leave Zambia to flee from the “shame” of 

living with a husband who had impregnated two 

girls from the neighbourhood. Two came out of 

Zimbabwe because life had become too uncertain 

and hopeless due to political instability. The last 

three left Nigeria because small businesses were 

no longer making money as they had become too 

many. The remaining 29 women said that they 

came to South Africa to work since there were 

limited opportunities in their own countries. These 

women revealed that they had high expectations 

of getting well paying jobs as they had heard that 

life was easy and glamorous in South Africa. 

These findings suggest that many female 

migrants come to South Africa to seek employment, 

but many more also do so for other reasons. The 

findings indicate that some migrants such as 

refugees and asylum seekers do not enter the 

country with intent to work but end up doing 

so because of the non-availability of appropriate 

institutional support. These women find themselves 

having to take up menial jobs which expose them 

to insecurity yet they are in the country for security 

reasons. Lack of support therefore deprives some 

of these women of the opportunity to pursue 

education which for them is a priority higher than 

employment. Therefore the findings suggest that 

Lack of support therefore deprives some of these 

women of the opportunity to pursue education 

which for them is a priority higher than employment
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and remuneration as locals do. Asked whether this 

is true, respondents confirmed that it is partly so. 

They then noted that women from these countries 

complain less partly because they go to the farms 

well knowing what to expect and partly because 

they are afraid of being harassed by the “scary 

farmers” as one respondent described them. As 

such they take up the jobs and stay on until after 

they have earned enough money to enable them 

proceed to places with better potential. However 

not all of them quickly move on to other far off areas 

as evidenced by the fact that we met many who had 

left farms but were still working in Thohoyandou.

As already noted in Pretoria, restaurants and 

spaza shop owners prefer to employ foreigners, more 

so women. The reason given by the respondents 

is that foreigners in general are considered to 

be hardworking and easy to train because most 

of them have a good educational background. 

Migrant women are preferred over migrant men 

because they are considered to be more honest 

and stay on the job longer than foreign men. The 

women revealed that men tend to quit after a few 

months partly because the jobs are considered to 

be feminine and therefore demeaning and partly 

because they cannot make as much money from 

tips as women. Clients served in well-established 

restaurants, the women noted, tend to generously 

give tips to women but usually give men only the 

stipulated figure. As a result men prefer to move on 

to other jobs. Men could have a different explanation 

to this but since the study focused on women only, 

their views were not solicited.

Documentation

The findings also suggest that being documented 

or undocumented and the type of the document 

one carries play a major role in determining where 

these migrant women are excluded from the 

privileges enjoyed by other women of their ages 

basically because they were victims of war and 

conflict. The findings also suggest that some 

migrants are innovative and resourceful and set up 

their own ventures. They create rather than seek 

employment. Other migrants identify opportunities 

and team up to render a service required by the 

host population and in so doing also contribute 

towards development without necessarily having 

to take up jobs earmarked for citizens. However 

much of their activities pay so little that they do not 

help the migrants to climb out of poverty. 

Where women work

Availability of employment, possession or non-

possession of required documents, social networks 

and fear of harassment, language constraints, age 

and marital status and level of education were factors 

that were given as having significantly influence on 

where the African migrant women worked. 

Availability of work

All the respondents from Thohoyandou indicated 

that employment was almost readily available in 

the agricultural sector while those met in Pretoria 

revealed that one could easily get a job in well-

established restaurants and small food outlets also 

known as spaza shops. As such seven out of the 25 

respondents met in Thohoyandou revealed that they 

once worked on farms upon their arrival in South 

Africa. There were also three other respondents 

from Pretoria who indicated that they also once 

worked on farms in Limpopo Province before they 

could proceed to Pretoria. The reasons for this 

availability of employment is that locals do not like 

to take it since it is hard, has long working hours 

while the remuneration is very low compared to all 

other jobs. The respondents revealed that farmers 

prefer to employ foreign women, especially those 

from Zimbabwe and Mozambique arguing that they 

work harder, are hardly absent from work and do 

not complain much about their working conditions 

Foreigners in general are considered to be 

hardworking and easy to train because most 

of them have a good educational background

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
Pr

et
or

ia
] 

at
 0

3:
30

 0
3 

M
ay

 2
01

6 



AGENDA 78  2008180

b
ri

e
fi

n
g Social networks

Some respondents noted that social networks also 

play a major role in determining where one works. 

For instance, they revealed that well-connected 

individuals know where jobs are and who to talk 

to and as a result tend to get better jobs. Only 

10 out of all the 70 respondents got jobs without 

following any networks. As such new arrivals who 

are not well-connected face difficulties in getting 

jobs. The respondents revealed that women 

take longer to get jobs compared to men partly 

because they have weak social networks. The 

reason given is that migrant women tend to avoid 

public places for fear of harassment by the police 

and exposure to criminals. As a result they do not 

meet as many people and get access to as much 

information as people who frequent public places. 

Their fear of frequenting public places is founded 

on previous experiences as well as on hearsay. 

All the 25 respondents from Thohoyandou noted 

that they were arrested more than once by the 

police. Seven of them had been robbed while 11 

purported to know a friend or relative that was 

once robbed. Similarly, 23 of the 45 respondents 

from Pretoria said they were arrested more than 

once and 30 revealed that they know someone 

who was once robbed or raped. Asked whether 

they thought South Africa was hostile to migrant 

women all respondents said yes. One respondent 

revealed that her fear appears exaggerated 

because the reality she faces is very different 

from what she expected. She said 

Back home in Ghana we used to hear about 

Mandela and how democratic South Africa 

was. The image we had of South Africa was 

that of a peace loving society. But upon arrival I 

began to hear scary stories about rape, armed 

robberies, murder and police harassment. 

Barely a week after my arrival I was confronted 

by very hostile police officers who demanded 

some money despite that my papers were still 

in order then. I gave them the money since I 

one searches for a job. All respondents revealed 

that one can only get a formal job if they have 

a South African identity document or a valid 

work permit. Many foreigners at one time or 

another try to circumvent this hurdle, all the 70 

respondents revealed, by applying for asylum 

regardless of whether they are “real” asylum 

seekers or not. However nearly all employers 

offering formal jobs do not recognise the asylum 

paper, respondents noted. Their consolation 

though, is that it allows them to legally work 

in restaurants, construction sites and elsewhere 

where menial jobs are accessible and to officially 

stay in the country. Some women with scarce skills 

or with professional qualifications start off doing 

menial jobs but move upwards after acquiring 

necessary documents. But those who fled war 

and conflict and came with no travel documents 

find it difficult to move upwards even if they were 

professionally qualified because they cannot easily 

acquire legal documents. They cannot contemplate 

going back to process documents in war-torn 

countries. Similarly those who come from far off 

countries such as Tanzania, Ghana, Nigeria, Uganda 

and Cameroon and even some from neighbouring 

countries said they find it unaffordable to go back 

and apply for documentation since they are poor. 

The women revealed that the documentation 

problem is not unique to women as it is also shared 

experienced by men. The women actually argued 

that undocumented men tend to find it difficult 

to get a job compared to undocumented women 

because employers, for fear of crime, are worried 

about relating with men whose identities they 

cannot verify. They also noted that male employers 

sometimes do not ask for identity documents from 

confident and well dressed female jobseekers but 

do so to almost every male candidate. 

Some women with scarce skills or with professional 

qualifications start off doing menial jobs but move 

upwards after acquiring necessary documents
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am a woman who knows nothing about the 

law and is terrified by the possibility of being 

arrested. Back home in Ghana; robbers hardly 

carry guns and guns do terrify me (Ghanaian 

respondent from Pretoria). 

Therefore some foreign women find it costly to 

regularly enter into public space. However, their 

experiences are not entirely unique for they are 

partly shared by local women and partly by migrant 

men. Local women are also raped and robbed by 

criminals just as migrant women. Nevertheless, 

they are not subjected to police harassment 

unless they are mistaken for foreigners. Similarly, 

migrant men are also subjected to police 

harassment and robberies but hardly get raped. 

As such migrant women see more justification 

in protecting themselves from abuse by avoiding 

public places. Finally social networks also play a 

role in reducing desperation for money or work 

because they offer access to financial and other 

forms of support. Desperation tends to push 

individuals into taking up all kinds of menial jobs, 

the women revealed. Respondents also noted 

that isolated women tend to get exposed to abuse 

more than connected women because they have 

no one to turn to during times of financial need. 

Migrant women resort to linking up with men 

and women from their own countries of origin for 

security purposes. All respondents from Ghana, 

Nigeria, Cameroon, Uganda and Tanzania are 

members of a local association of people from their 

countries. Those from Zimbabwe, Mozambique, 

Zambia and Malawi did not belong to these 

social associations because migrants from these 

countries have not formed any. Instead, according 

to their stories, they maintain and expand links 

with fellow nationals in South Africa either as 

members of religious groups, burial society groups 

or money saving groups. In the latter two groups, 

migrants agree to make some monthly group 

savings and assist group members during times 

of financial need. This shows that migrant women 

sometimes deliberately team up with migrant 

men to overcome social and financial challenges. 

Although cognisant of the unique problems they 

face as the women, they recognise that some of 

them can be solved through networking not only 

with fellow women but with men as well. 

Language constraints

The findings suggest that those female migrants 

who cannot speak any other South African language 

except English prefer to minimise contact with 

black South Africans. As such they either work 

for themselves, for fellow migrants or for white 

people in areas largely frequented by whites and 

by black elites who are either conversant with 

English or are not averse to its usage. Out of the 

70 women only four Ndebele-speaking women 

Migrant women experience economic and social 
marginalisation.
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Respondents highlighted that older women tend 

to set up their own ventures while those who 

are younger are more inclined towards seeking 

employment. The reasons given are that older 

women do not have the energy and willpower to 

run errands for other people while on the other 

hand they tend to have the finance and knowledge 

base necessary for starting-up a business. All the six 

women over 45 years of age in this study worked for 

themselves. However, these women also indicated 

that employers do not want to take older women as 

first time employees. Therefore they are excluded 

by age from the job market. Some women of child 

bearing age also indicated that they resort to self-

employment because they want to have time to 

look after their children. Five respondents who 

had children under the age of seven explained 

that self-employment gives mothers with young 

children more time to take care of them compared 

to full time employment. All the 70 respondents 

pointed out that women should look after children 

while men assist them as and when they are free. 

Men are largely expected to provide both the 

women and the children with financial support. As 

such none of the respondents, even those with 

husbands or spouses suggested that women and 

men should take turns in looking after their children. 

Child rearing is therefore categorised as a woman’s 

responsibility which these low-income earning 

migrant women have to deal with in a context 

where they do not earn enough to hire a domestic 

worker, send the child to pre-school and where there 

are no family members who could assist. 

Low-income earning female migrants who have 

young children living with them are therefore 

excluded from doing other kinds of jobs by the 

responsibility to look after them. Local women 

of the same age face a similar challenge but are 

usually bailed out by a supportive family network 

system. 

Martial status did not play a significant role 

in influencing the women’s choice of a coping 

from Zimbabwe and three Shangani-speaking 

women from Mozambique indicated that they 

would not find it difficult to frequently interact 

with black South Africans although they did not 

work closely with them. This was largely because 

their languages are also spoken locally therefore 

they have a strong starting point. As many as 

17 other migrant women expressed reservation 

towards working in places where they are required 

to converse entirely in English arguing that they 

do not have confidence in their spoken English. 

These women either work for themselves or for 

other migrants in areas populated by migrants. 

But the rest preferred to work for and with whites 

for two reasons. The first and major reason is 

that they find communication to be easier than 

anywhere else. The second reason, according 

to these women is that on average whites have 

more money than blacks therefore it makes sense 

to work for them than for poor black people. 

As such 20 respondents indicated that the only 

local language they would learn after perfecting 

their English is Afrikaans, “the language of the 

people with money” as one respondent put it. 

But respondents who intend to stay longer in 

Thohoyandou expressed an interest in learning 

Venda. Five of the 25 women noted that they 

wanted to learn a Venda because they found it 

difficult to interact with the local population which 

struggled to speak in English. It is evident therefore 

that language plays a significant part in influencing 

where the migrant seeks employment and the 

jobs she avoids. This challenge is faced by both 

female and male migrants. Inclusion or exclusion 

in this case is not deliberately orchestrated by any 

individual but draws from what one knows and 

does not know. 

Language plays a significant part in influencing 

where the migrant seeks employment 

and the jobs she avoids
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strategy except where the woman lived with 

her husband. For instance, three of the five sex 

workers were married but with husbands who 

lived out of South Africa. Although all the sex 

workers expressed dissatisfaction with the work 

they did they indicated that they stayed in it 

because it enabled them to get enough money to 

provide for their families. One of them revealed 

that she had worked for several months as a 

waiter before becoming a till operator but moved 

on to sex work because she had “grown weary of 

low wages” despite the fact that she felt it was 

not morally appropriate for a married woman to do 

so. “People should not blame me” she argued, 

“they should blame the system that makes it 

difficult for migrants to get jobs. Look I am a 

teacher but had to work as a till operator earning 

nothing,” she continued. This is one of those 

few cases where migrants tend find someone 

to blame after taking actions or making decisions 

they are not comfortable with. 

The impact of exclusion on migrant 

women

The findings suggest that on the one hand 

some migrant women live in poor and insecure 

environments and take up low-paying jobs due 

to the effect of various forms of exclusion they 

encounter while on the other hand, these very 

same women are highly creative and pro-active. 

In Pretoria 15 of the 45 respondents lived in 

dilapidated abandoned buildings in the central 

business district, nine lived in overcrowded 

rooms in Sunnyside while 11 lived in insecure, 

overcrowded shacks in Extension 10 where they 

pay rentals of between R250 and R300 per shack 

per month. The rest rented decent small ordinary 

rooms.  In Thohoyandou, 15 women rented space 

in rooms they shared with other women while five 

others rented small barely furnished rooms. The 

last five rented decent accommodation. However 

the women who lived in abandoned buildings, 

in crowded and marginal areas saw it as a cost-

cutting measure since they either did not pay any 

rentals or paid far less than what those in single 

occupancy paid. 

Some of the married migrant women in Manini 

also suffered emotionally because their husbands 

slept on mountain sides and along rivers in the 

company of other men due to fear of overnight 

police raids. The men only emerged to go to work 

and retreated to these marginal areas at dusk. 

However one of the three married women noted 

that she is consoled by the fact that her husband 

faces a challenge commonly shared by other men 

and boys therefore she could not see herself or 

her husband as a mere victims but as “fighters 

striving to bring a positive change to their lives”. 

The fear of police harassment in Manini, according 

to three migrant respondents also forced some 

women to abandon their economic activities to 

nurse the sick. These respondents revealed that 

some migrants (both male and female) desist from 

seeking treatment in public hospitals when ill due 

to fear of meeting the police. They therefore either 

consult private doctors or traditional or spiritual 

healers, then retreat to some place where they are 

cared for by women. Although the respondents 

noted that they lose money every time they 

absent themselves from work to nurse the sick, 

they also consider nursing and comforting the sick 

to be their duty as women. 

Conclusion

Our study suggests that female migrants 

experience various challenges that lead to their 

exclusion from entry into the mainstream job 

market and to an extent affected their participation 

on the periphery of the economy as well. Their 

exclusion was not largely based on their lack of 

appropriate skills although this is true to an extent 

especially considering the question of language, 

but largely resulted from lack of appropriate 

documentation, police harassment and lack of 

institutional support. This was partly due to the 

fact that some of women did not take the 
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to do so due to financial limitations and other 

factors, but for others such as asylum seekers 

it was caused by the failure to understand the 

circumstances under which they migrated. As 

such asylum seekers were largely marginalised by 

the absence of institutions that would give them 

financial and material support and protection from 

harassment and abuse. Their marginalisation was 

also worsened by the refusal of local employers 

to employ them. As such these migrant women 

experienced economic and social marginalisation 

and in some instances faced abuse.

The exclusion of migrant women was also 

exacerbated by the existence of prejudices 

towards foreigners which motivated the police to 

harass migrants. Women as the physically weaker 

group and as social constructed caregivers were 

directly and indirectly affected by the effects 

of police harassment more than men. This 

study confirms Reitzes’ (1994) argument that 

migrants are generally a marginalised group that 

is vulnerable to abuse largely due to the lack of 

protection by the state. 

This study also suggests that female 

migrants do not necessarily see themselves as 

victims of exclusion who are overwhelmed by 

challenges. Instead it suggests that women are 

resilient, innovate and versatile. As such they 

create employment, know where to look for 

work considering their strengths and weaknesses, 

acquire documents and establish or join supportive 

networks. Thus female migrants significantly 

negotiate for space and manage to structure 

survival strategies in a context where they are 
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support, family support networks and where they 

face language limitations.

However the study recommends further 

rigorous research on female migration and 

exclusion in Southern Africa to promote a deeper 

understanding of women’s experiences and to 

bring out recognition of their agency. 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
Pr

et
or

ia
] 

at
 0

3:
30

 0
3 

M
ay

 2
01

6 



Low-income African migrant women and social exclusion in South Africa 185

b
rie

fin
g

Evidence from South Africa’s rural northeast, (Agincourt), 
Paper prepared for Conference on African Migration in 
Comparative Perspective, Johannesburg, South Africa, 
4-7 June, 2003

Landau, L.B.  2006, ‘Myth and rationality in southern 
African responses to migration, displacement and 
humanitarianism’ in Views on migration in sub-Saharan 
Africa, HSRC, Cape Town. 

Lefko –Everett, K. 2007 Voices from the margins: migrant 
women’s experiences in Southern Africa. Southern 
African Migration Project. http://www.queensu.ca/samp/
sampresources/samppublications/policyseries/Acrobat46.pdf

Lekogo, R 2006, ‘Francophone Africans in Cape Town: A 
failed migration?’ in Views on migration in sub-Saharan 
Africa, HSRC, Cape Town. 

Maharaj, B & Rajkumar, R 1997, ‘The 'alien invasion' in 
South Africa: Illegal immigrants in Durban’, Development 
Southern Africa, vol. 14, no, 2, April 1997. http://pdfserve.
informaworld.com/408364_731369355_790993134.pdf.

Mamdani, M 2001, When victims become killers: colonialism, 
nativism and the genocide in Rwanda, Princeton University 
Press, Princeton.

McDonald, DA, Zinyama, L, Gay, J, de Vletter, F & Mattes, 
R 2000, ‘Guess who is coming to dinner: migration from 
Lesotho, Mozambique and Zimbabwe to South Africa’, 
International Migration Review, vol. 34, no. 3., Autumn 
2000, pp. 813 – 841. The Centre for Migration Studies, New 
York. http://www.jstor.org/stable/pdfplus/2675946.pdf.

Neocosmos, M 2006, From ‘Foreign natives’ to ‘native 
foreigners’: explaining xenophobia in post apartheid 
South Africa, CODESRIA, Senegal,

Neocosmos, M. 2007 Development, Social Citizenship and 

Human Rights: Re-thinking the Political Core of an 
Emancipatory Project in Africa (Africa Development, 
Vol. XXXII, No. 4, 2007, pp. 35–70 Council for the 
Development of Social Science Research in Africa)

Nyamnjoh, F.B 2002, Globalisation, boundaries and 
livelihoods: Perspectives on Africa, University of 
Botswana, Gaborone

Oucho, J 2006, ‘Cross-border migration and regional initiatives 
in managing migration in southern Africa’, in P Kok 2006, 
Migration in South and South Africa: Dynamics and 
determinants, HSRC, Cape Town. 

Reitzes M 1998, Silenced by nation building: African 
immigrants and language policy in the new South Africa, 
Idasa, Cape Town. 

Scott, JC 1990, Domination and the art of resistance: the 
hidden transcript. Yale University Press, New Haven.

Shore, C 1997, Anthropology of policy: a critical perspective 
on governance and power, Routledge, London.

Skeldon, R. 1990 Population mobility in developing countries: 
A re-interpretation. London: Belhaven press

Todman, LC 2004, Reflections on social exclusion: What 
is it? How is it different from U.S. conceptualisations 
of disadvantage? And, why Americans might consider 
integrating it into U.S. social policy discourse. http://
www.uic.edu/cuppa/cityfutures/papers/webpapers/
cityfuturespapers/session2_3/2_3reflections.pdf.

Wentzel, M & Tlabela, K 2006, ‘Historical background to 
South African migration’ in Migration in South and South 
Africa: Dynamics and determinants, HSRC, Cape Town.

Zetter, R 2007. ‘More labels, fewer refugees: Remaking 
the refugee label in an era of globalisation’, Journal of 
Refugee Studies vol. 20, no. 2. 

JONATHAN MAFUKIDZE is an assistant researcher in the Centre for Poverty, 
Employment and Growth (CEPG) research programme. He holds an MSc in Sociology 
and a BSc Honours Degree in Sociology and Social Anthropology, both from the 
University of Zimbabwe. He is currently a PhD candidate in Sociology with the 
University of Pretoria. Before joining the HSRC he was studying and tutoring at the 
University of Pretoria. Email: jmafukidze@hsrc.ac.za

VANDUDZAI MBANDA is a research assistant in the Department of Economics at 
the University of Pretoria. She holds a BSc Honours Degree from the University of 
Zimbabwe and an MPhil in Economics from the University of Pretoria. She is currently 
a PhD candidate in Economics at the University of Pretoria. Her areas of research 
interest include Economy-wide General Equilibrium Modelling, Poverty Analysis, 
Applied Econometrics and Resource Economics.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
Pr

et
or

ia
] 

at
 0

3:
30

 0
3 

M
ay

 2
01

6 


