





the lower income brackets, in urban townships and rural villages, who are economically and

geographically removed from the main commercial centres in the towns.

The term “ ” itself is an isiZulu word, meaning “hidden” (Bear 2005), and refers to the
period when the apartheid state barred black people from most business activities within the
townships. While these regulations were relaxed from the 1970s, the informal character of these
shops, often located in people’s houses or yards, has remained. The is enabled through the
spatial exclusion of poor black South Africans, that is, people use because they cannot
afford to travel to, and shop in, the big shops of main business districts. It is this economic
segregation, of many township and homeland areas, that allows the to emerge and operate.
The was, in apartheid, a form of black consumption that always highlighted the tensions
around citizenship, and between citizenship and consumption. It is a direct example of how

identity, belonging, and access to resources played out in physical terms.

One of the most significant current discussions where blacks in South Africa are concerned is that
a shift has been made from legislated racism against them, to legislated and racialised xenophobia
against “The Foreigner” (Harris, 2002; Neocosmos, 2010). Many studies (e.g. Hoeflich, 2011;
Nyamnjoh, 2008). The attitudes of South Africans, and the experiences of foreign nationals,
demonstrate that the ethic of inclusion for South Africans has been translated into emphasising
their distinction from foreign nationals. Xenophobia is commonly defined as an intense hatred or
fear of those perceived as strangers (Adam and Moodley, 2013). South African political discourse
and state institutions have fostered a culture of xenophobia that detracts attention from the
economic and social ills of the country as a legitimating mechanism (Neocosmos, 2010). The
making of xenophobic culture and an exclusionary conception of the nation and citizenship was
not an inevitable outcome, but rather one that was actively constructed. Xenophobia is not a natural
state of any society, but is rather a socio-economic and political phenomenon influenced by

popular discourses and pressure groups (Tsheola, Ramoroka and Muzondi, 2015).

As such, there has been an addition from the regulation of people based only on their race to a
regulation of people based on their nationality. But the conception of the foreigner is itself usually
racialised. The image of the foreigner, and the main target of nationalist regulation, has been the
black African foreign national, and the scapegoating of non-nationals centres on black African
foreigners in South Africa (Crush, 2006 cited in Tafir, 2011). Tafir (2011: 115) writes that “black
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African immigrants and black South Africans, are and have over the years been transformed into
racialised subjects and...they have come to perceive each other in the light of their racial
subjectivities.” Tafir adds (2011: 114) that what is understood as xenophobia is, in fact, culturally-
or nationally-based racism, and example of a “New Racism” that is “heavily entrenched in cultural
differences enunciated by dissimilarities in nationality, ethnicity, language, dress, customs, social

and territorial origins, speech patterns and accents.”

The stranger in this case is perceived as a foreigner who originates outside of the nation-state.
Politics in the apartheid and post-apartheid states set out rights to physical, social and economic
space, but the ethic of the new government — the inclusion of all, in all the said spaces, through
human rights and freedom — has become a hierarchical and inegalitarian one. This is based on
autochthony, where the nation is the basis of citizenship, and indigeneity, where membership arises

from birth (see Gausset, Kenrick and Gibb, 2011).

The term “autochthonous” 1is often presented as being synonymous with “indigeneity.”
“Indigeneity” refers to indigenous people, and the etymology of this term refers to a people that
are the original inhabitants of a given space (Gausset ef al, 2011). “Autochthony” as a concept
deals with the issues of entitlement of these indigenous people i.e. the question of who is eligible
or ineligible in a particular territory. According to Ceuppens and Geschiere (2005) the notion of
autochthony is a call to exclude those who are considered to be “strangers,” often achieved through
violent means. Autochthony is said to be designed as a means “to safeguard ‘ancestral lands’
against ‘strangers’ who ‘soil this patrimony,” as well as on the right of first comers to special

protection against later immigrants” (Ceuppens and Geschiere, 2005: 386).

For South Africa, this means the essence of being a South African is derived specifically from
nativism and “leads to privileging the twin ideas of birth and phenotype (‘race’) as the essence of
the indigenous” (Neocosmos, 2008). South African political discourse links this to the idea that
South Africa i1s an exceptional African country, more closely linked to the United States and
Western Europe, being “industrialised, democratic, advanced in relation to other countries of the
continent and also a paragon of reconciliation and political liberalism” (Neocosmos, 2008).
However, the conflicts over identity, belonging, and access to resources in South Africa are not all

that different to those exhibited in the rest of the continent (Neocosmos, 2010; Whitehouse, 2009a).
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The soil in which South Africa’s xenophobic culture flourishes is the country’s widespread
inequality. It is widely held that the poor, who have not received the economic fruits of democracy,
retaliate against black foreign nationals (Neocosmos, 2010). Authors like Comaroffand Comaroff
(2001), Gausset et al (2011) and Mbembe (2001; 2002) argue that this involves a struggle to
exclude “others” from accessing state benefits, like welfare. Other Africans who inhabit South
African spaces are viewed as outsiders, pillaging the resources of the country at the expense of

true South Africans.

In this way, the conflicts over belonging between locals and foreigners also express conflicts over
belonging amongst locals. Besides race, place is key to these conflicts. The post-apartheid South
African citizen and the post-apartheid nation-state are fundamentally identified with urbanisation
(Cooper, 2009; Neocosmos, 2010). The urban/ rural split is compounded by a split in the rural: the
South African rural landscape still retains the basic divide between largely white commercial
farming areas and former homelands. Alongside South Africa’s inclusive liberal democracy, the
chieftaincy and customary law remain entrenched in former homeland areas (Mapokgole, 2014;
Ntsebeza, 2006). Over a third of South Africans live in former homeland areas, which continue to
have more deprivation and poverty than the rest of the country, with the former Transkei in the
Eastern Cape the worst of all (Noble, Zembe and Wright, 2014). Commoners in the former
homelands, especially in the smaller villages, remain at the very bottom of the hierarchy of South

African citizens.

Hierarchical distinctions among people are very dangerous when the dominant feature of this
political discourse is the use of the language of rights embodied in the state as a way of making
social demands and measuring social justice (Amisi and Ballard, 2005). If some feel that their
rights have been infringed upon or their demands unmet, political discourse can create suitable
scapegoats, according to a citizenship hierarchy, targeting those with fewer or no rights. For
example, black foreigners are blamed for the government being unable to meet people’s demands,

as a way to resolve frustrations by those who have demands that have not been met.

Given unequal distribution and unfulfilled social demands, distinctions between autochthonous
South Africans and non-South Africans (more specifically, black foreigners) play out in the social
and built environments in the contestation over resources and space - in extreme cases through

violence. With the foreigners seen as a malicious presence and threat in an autochthonous politics,

13



the protection of “true” members of the nation is seen by many South Africans as making
xenophobic sentiments and actions “legitimate, rational and above all, necessary” (Landau, 2010,

quoted in Hoeflich, 2011: 8).

But the very foundations of autochthonous politics and indigeneity are flawed: migration is
common throughout history, and the notion that any group has lived in a given space since time
immemorial is false. The truth is, autochthony and indigeneity are continuously defined and

redefined by those in power.
1.2 Somali Traders: Violence and the Ethnic Economy

Given a nation-building project based on exclusion, a hierarchical ordering of citizenship and
rights, and media and state that often criminalises foreign nationals (the term “illegal” often linked
to the word “immigrant”), and routine official and police harassment, conflict has grown. The most
dramatic outbreak were the xenophobic attacks of 2008 when 63 people were killed, 342 shops
were looted and 213 shops were raised to the ground; 1384 individuals were arrested (Cooper,
2009; SAPS, 2008). These attacks have been described as characteristic of pogroms (Neocosmos,
2010; Tafir, 2011). Given the politics of South Africa, with xenophobia endemic, the attacks of
2008 were unsurprising (Neocosmos, 2008). Misago, Landau and Monson (2009: 2) found that the
2008 attacks were “organised and led by local groups and individuals in an effort to claim or

consolidate the authority and power needed to further their political and economic interests.”

Although there have been no “pogroms” since 2008, there continue to be robbery, assault, killings
and violent expulsion of foreigners in urban townships. Somalis, particularly those operating as
spaza operators, have been victims of xenophobia, exhibited through prejudice and stereotypes
and, in some cases, violent exclusion (Gastrow and Amit, 2013; Hoeflich, 2011). From 2001 to
2014, a total of 19,287 asylum applications were accepted from Somali national applicants
(Gastrow and Amit cited in Crush, Chikanda and Sinner, 2015:164). As asylum seekers and
refugees, Somalis are entitled to work in South Africa, and the majority has engaged in informal
trade, commonly running spazas in the townships of South Africa (Gastrow and Amit in Crush ef

al, 2015).

Some have argued that extreme acts of violence have been disproportionally meted out against

Somali spaza operators across the country. In 2013, 200 Somalis marched in Cape Town to deliver
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important gap for poor South African customers, and is not readily available in locally-operated

spazas.

The business of the middleman minority is often mediated from an ethnic enclave. Thompson
(2012:31) defines an ethnic enclave as “a spatial concentration of firms entailing economic
diversification and the development of a differentiated class of entrepreneurs, which generally
leads to an economic advantage for the self-employed.” The ethnic enclave is one expression of

>

the “ethnic economy,” which refers to businesses owned by a certain minority ethnic group,
including “businesses owned by middleman minorities, businesses owned by co-ethnics in ethnic
enclaves, as well as all ethnic-owned or ethnic-controlled enterprises in the general economy”

(Zhou, 2004:1043).

I argue that the Somalis can be seen as having developed an “ethnic economy” in South Africa,
facilitated by social networks composed of relatives, co-ethnics and others. They seem able to
outperform locals because they work in groups, based on ethnic networks, and are thus able to
pool resources, like transport, and buy in bulk, dropping prices by securing discounts from
suppliers and maximising economies of scale in procurement (Liedeman, 2013 and Charman ez al,

2012).

Somali spaza operators are also, I argue, a “middleman minority,” in the sense of an ethnic
minority, self-employed or working for co-ethnics, in easy to start up and liquidate businesses,
which play an intermediary economic role between elites and masses, and consumers and
producers, within a larger nation (Blalock, 1967; Bonacich, 1973; Kitano, 1974; Sowell, 2005). In
the United States of America, for example, many middleman minorities established their
businesses in poor minority neighbourhoods or immigrant ghettos in urban areas deserted by
mainstream retail and service industries and business owners of the society’s dominant group

(Zhou, 2007:279), or in small rural towns (Zenner, 1991).

There is a long history of middleman minorities in both urban and rural areas in South Africa,
dating back into the 1800s, when Jews and Indians played a key role (e.g. Dugmore, 1994; Shain
and Mendelsohn, 2008). The middleman minority provides a substitute for neglect by businesses
and for effective service provision by the governing structures. In the township or village economy,

this can mean the local black population finds itself in a position where the foreign national is
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providing affordable goods, and has thrived in areas where local alternatives did not exist, yet is

also resented as non-national (by locals) and as rival (by local traders) (Thompson, 2012).

The success of the middleman minority depends heavily on the *“social capital” of an ethnic
network. For Bourdieu (1986: 249), social capital is “the aggregate of the actual or potential
resources which are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalised
relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition.” The ethnic network facilitates activities
such as bulk-buying, lending, migration, savings, and start-up capital, lowering transaction costs
- all providing a competitive advantage for those who benefit from such networks (Whitehouse,
2011).

The literature on such minorities suggests that their location as intermediaries, their prominence
and their relative success make them ready targets for antagonism: the main cause for this conflict
is the competition from members of the local population (e.g. Bonacich, 1973); Charman

2012; Thompson, 2012; Zenner, 1991). Local wholesalers and consumers may benefit from their

presence, but rival local traders may lose out.

Middleman minority theory suggests that it is where the group is most needed that it is susceptible
to the most persecution (Bonacich, 1973). In some cases, economic and political frustration can
spill over into attacks on immigrants. In 2014, for example, a third of violent attacks on foreign-
owned in South Africa were linked directly to frustrations with municipal governments.
There is a reported perception that the failure of the state to meet locals’ needs is partly due to the

pressure on resources caused by foreign nationals.

I argue that, while explanations of xenophobia stress state construction of citizenship, emphasised
by writers like Neocosmos (2010) and Tafir (2011) are valuable, because it notes the centrality of
state-conceived citizenship and of ideas, in the construction of xenophobia, it is inadequate. It
downplays the importance of economic factors, like competition, and does not adequately explain
variations in attitudes to foreign nationals. It looks at differences in the treatment of foreigners,
mainly by looking at how different groups are racialised. It also does not pay much attention to

space.

Zenner (1991: 258) suggested that a specific distinction should be drawn between the situation of

middleman minority groups in urban and rural areas, in examining the relationship between
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middleman minority groups and locals. Zenner argued that in rural areas prejudice might be lower,
as “an equilibrium based on complementarity and toleration may have been established” between
locals and the middleman minority. In other words, conflict may be lower in these rural areas.
There is some evidence for this claim in South Africa, where xenophobic violence has been
concentrated in large urban areas. A study for a non-governmental organisation (NGO) based in
Queenstown in the Eastern Cape found that, in a nearby village, many considered foreign traders
to be an integral part of the community (Ntshobane, 2013). Their spaza shops and other
entrepreneurial businesses were seen as beneficial to the villagers, and local leaders reportedly
stated that “foreigners are not merely tolerated in Didimana; they are actively welcomed and
absorbed into community life” (Ntshobane, 2013). In other villages in the area, there was evidence
that groups like Somali spaza operators were not only tolerated, but welcomed (Eppel, 2014;

Fisher, 2008).

The explanation of xenophobia stressing state construction of citizenship stresses the actions of
citizens and the state in determining the status of the foreign nationals in the spaces they inhabit,
and does not look at the role of different types of interactions locals have with foreign nationals,
even with the same immigrant group in different parts of the country (Thompson, 2012 and Park,
2010). For example, Dugmore (1994) found that campaigns by white shopkeepers against their
Indian rivals in Krugersdorp in the early 1900s tended to fail, because many whites preferred the

Indian traders.

The peace and tolerance in some rural areas must be weighed against the more negative situation
in others: in other smaller towns, like Mganduli, Elliotdale and Ngqeleni, spaza operators from
Somalia, Ethiopia and Pakistan were subject to threats of extortion and smaller spazas were
ordered to close (Ntshobane, 2013). However, the intervention of chiefs ensured that “the whole
thing does not spill over to violence” (Ntshobane, 2013). This gives credence to the argument
made by Misago et al (2009) that prompt intervention and conflict resolution by key local leaders

1s essential in preventing xenophobic violence.

Another line of argument is also useful here, which is the notion of relative deprivation. A study
conducted by Adam Cooper from the Centre for Social Science Research (2009) examined the
attitudes of black African youth who had migrated from the Eastern Cape to the Du noon informal

settlement in Cape, and the role that this might have played in the 2008 anti-immigrant riots. It
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The major goal of this thesis is to examine the relationship between Somali spaza operators and
locals, in the villages around Cofimvaba. The study is valuable in a number of ways. There is
relatively little research on local/ foreign national dynamics in rural areas, including homelands,
and nothing on Cofimvaba. This is despite the growing presence of foreign nationals like Somalis
in the rural areas, including homelands. As argued earlier, local level studies also provide an
essential way to understand why these relations break out into xenophobic attacks, including

violence in extreme cases, in some contexts, and not in others.

As noted, there is also very little xenophobic violence in the rural areas, including homelands,

despite relatively high levels of poverty and deprivation - but very little research that tries to

2 Source:
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/24/Map_of_the_Eastern_Cape_with_Intsika
_Yethu_highlighted_%282011%29. svg



explain why. In this thesis, I will examine the relationship using qualitative methods, primarily
non-participant observation of relations between Somali spaza operators and local villagers, and
in-depth interviews with people from each group. It is important to locate the relationship in a
specific space, as the Somali middleman minority is a space-based entrepreneurial group, and this
affects not only how it does business, but also the types of relationships that will be formed with

locals in that space.

The assumption here is that homeland villages, like those around Cofimvaba in the old Transkei,
are very different settings to those of the big cities, with different social dynamics, and that these
help explain the general absence of xenophobic violence against foreign nationals, despite the
villages also being subject to the same political discourses and socio-economic problems that affect
the whole country. It should be noted that, while there is quite a lot of research on xenophobia and
the relationships that locals form with immigrant groups, it is a bit thin on how the immigrants

conceptualise their belonging in a local community.

So, this thesis will try and look at the relationship between locals/ foreign nationals from both
sides, including examining how Somalis’ create spaces of belonging and nodes of interaction with

the local South Africans.
1.4 Research Methodology

The research involved in-depth field research among a sample of Somali spaza operators and locals
in villages around Cofimvaba. The study is qualitative in nature, as its main aim is to understand

perceptions and relationships.

According to Pope and Mays (1995: 42) “the goal of qualitative research is the development of
concepts which help us to understand social phenomena in natural settings, giving due emphasis

to the meanings, experiences, and views of all the participants.”

There were two main qualitative methods used: non-participant observation and in-depth
interviews. This study adopted non-participant observation in order to observe the interactions, in
daily life, between the Somali spaza operators and the villagers. This was done by looking at, and

listening to, the interactions between the two during the three months I spent in the field.
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I took note of, for example, how the spaza operator and the spaza customer interacted when the
customer was buying, the customers outside of the spazas, and so on. The observations were
usually made from the perspective of an “outsider” or “stranger,” and the technique involves little
or no conversation (Ostrower, 1998). A major challenge of this method is to confirm and clarify,
at a later stage, what was seen and heard. The information gathered by observation was checked
by in-depth interviews, and much of the information collected during in-depth interviewing was

checked again by observation.

The population in this study consists of Somali spaza operators and villagers in the Cofimvaba
area. According to Marshall (1996), selecting an appropriate study sample is the most important
step in any research study. It is seldom practical to study a whole population. The research was
qualitative, which is also more time-consuming, which limited the amount of people who could be
sampled. The research was focused on examining perceptions and interactions, in specific local
contexts, and did not entail a survey based on a large representative sample. In any case, there was
no possibility of creating a representative sample, because a sampling frame —for instance, a list
of the number of the people in the area — was unavailable. All that was available is a map of the
geographical area. The map showed the villages around Cofimvaba, but did not indicate where the
map did not specify the location of spazas or, more specifically, of Somali operated spazas in the

area.

I used purposive sampling. This technique relies on the discretion of the researcher, and is used
when the researcher wishes to select unique cases that are especially relevant to the study (Neuman,
2000). I had to specifically look for villages where Somali spazas were operating, but since Somali
spazas were common enough, a method was also needed to choose between villages. As
researcher, I selected villages that were closest to the business centre around Cofimvaba town, and
villages that there were furthest from it. The reasoning was that distance from the town’s
businesses could be expected to affect the success of spazas, in terms of the number of customers
they could attract and their profit margin, as consumers would make choices based on convenience
of access to goods, distance to travel, and choices available. The distance from the town’s
businesses would greatly influence the locals’ reliance on spazas, and this would shape the types
of relationships that are formed between the foreign national traders and local consumers (Ismail,

2013 and Thompson, 2012).
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Figure 3: Map of the Research Site: Villages around Cofimvaba®

Eight villages were chosen on these grounds and visited as possible research sites, namely
Chamama, Sabalele,* Hoita (also known as Lalini), Banzi, Ntshingeni, St. Marks, Qamata and
Luncwini. Only six villages from this eight had Somalis operating spazas. The other two were

villages where villagers mistakenly believed the foreign nationals operating spazas operators to be

3 Source:

Webster et al, 2014

4 This village is best known as the birth place of martyred South African Communist Party leader, Martin
Thembisile "Chris" Hani (1942-1993): see Eppel (2014).
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Somalis: they were actually from other African nations. These two villages were Banzi and

Chamama.

The next issue was to sample the villagers in each village. Individual villages are large and
scattered — the houses within the individual villages are far from each other — so it was decided
that the best results for the study would be obtained by choosing houses that were closest and
furthest from the Somali spaza. Previous research on the interactions between migrants and locals
has also found that these interactions were differentiated by gender and age (Polzer, 2010). It was
therefore important to choose male and female participants from the youth, middle aged and

pensioners in all the villages in the study.

Finally, a mix of people unemployed, employed and living on government grants was chosen, to
cover the range of possible customers in alignment with economic statistics of the villages
(Webster et al, 2014). As argued earlier, there are grounds to think that attitudes, including
xenophobic ones, vary across different categories of people in the country, and that some groups
— for example, rival businesses, local politicians, and young men — have been the main fomenters
of xenophobic attacks in urban areas populated by the poor. Therefore also there was a need for

coverage of different categories.

Small, focused samples were used in each village and the total sample size was 50 participants, of
which eight are Somali spaza operators, with two of them operating a spaza in the same village;
note that one spaza operator was a South African spaza operator married to, and co-owning a spaza
with, a Somali; the other participants were villagers. Six villagers were interviewed in each of the
villages of Sabalele, Hoita, Luncwini, Ntshingeni, St Marks and Qamata, and three villagers were
interviewed in Banzi and two in Chamama. The choice of six villagers per village was based on
the desire to get a mix of the villagers of all the different age groups and the two genders. Two
villagers from the youth, middle age and pensioners were interviewed with one of the two in each
category being male and the other female. (The intention was to interview six villagers per village,
but the number of villagers came up to 41 because in the villages of Banzi and Chamama, the
interviews were discontinued after it was discovered that the spaza operators operating in these

villages were not Somali nationals: see above on the issue of misidentification).
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Seven of the eight spaza operators in the research sample were men between the ages of 21 and
45. All of these men reported that they were originally from the various villages located in the
Southern part of Somalia. The eighth spaza operator was a South African-born woman who co-

owned the store with her Somali husband.

Interviewees were conducted on both weekdays and weekends in order to access both employed
and unemployed villagers. The villagers in the study were both men and women, with the youngest

interviewee being 18 and the oldest 83.

All of the interview data presented in this thesis is presented as recorded, verbatim, and thus
represents the voices of various individual participants. The research proceeds from the
understanding that in-depth interviews with a small number of selected spaza owners and local
villagers cannot offer up a detailed or comprehensive analysis of an entire region, and all of its
overarching social and economic dynamics. Case studies however, can cast light onto some of the
key issues — in this case, the relationships between the Somali spaza operators and the Cofimvaba

villagers — and therefore be of larger relevance and interest.
1.5 Ethical Considerations

The confidentiality of participants in this study had to be ensured. There was only one (in one case,
two) Somali spazas in each of the villages in the sample, and it was a possibility that the
interviewees would be identifiable because of the use of the village names in the data analysis.
Interestingly, some villagers were more apprehensive about being identified than the Somali
traders themselves. Although it was explained to the villagers that this study was solely for
academic purposes, these villagers were worried that their answers would be shared with other
members of the community. They feared reprisals if their responses to the questionnaires were
controversial, or differed from those given by other respondents. Ultimately all the interviewees

in this study remained anonymous.

As noted, traditional authorities (chiefs and headmen) remain central to local government and
administer indigenous law within homeland villages (Koyana, 2013; Mabutla, 2001; Ntsebeza,
2006). This remains the case, even though Local Community Development Workers have been
established to form a link between the larger state and the village people (Webster et al, 2014). It

is sometimes considered that these traditional authorities might act as, or wish to act as,
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gatekeepers to the communities. My assumption was that I might need to follow the guidelines of
traditional authority to get access, using a local guide as an interlocutor. This proved unnecessary.

Accessing the chiefs in the villages was impossible.

I was instead advised by villagers to approach the headmen, as villagers stated that a person not of
the village, could get access with the permission of the headmen. Although this is the case, the
villagers stated that this was not an enforced rule, but rather a courtesy. This was welcomed. The
process of communicating with headmen of the villages was informal and in cases where a

headman was present in the village, an interview was granted.
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CHAPTER TWO:

Literature Review and Context

2.1 Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to discuss the literature, outline the core concepts that inform this study,
and provide more context for the research site i.e. the villages around Cofimvaba. It is important,
when starting, to look at local/ immigrant relations at an institutional level, because policies shape
the immigration process in South Africa at the national level, but also the social relationships
between nationals and non-nationals at the community level. This study agrees with Nyamnjoh
(2007) and Neocosmos (2010) that the primary ethic of the transition to democracy, which was
inclusion and equity, has not yet come to fruition for many of those living in South Africa. These
include many South Africans, as well as immigrants, among them asylum seekers and refugees:

these are excluded in various ways.

Amisi and Ballard (2005) have argued that democracy is predicated on the “language of rights to
articulate needs, make social demands and secure legally enforceable commitments from the
government,” for “rights have become a way of defining fairness and social justice” (cited in
Hoeflich, 2011: 16). But although the 1996 Constitution explicitly states that “South Africa
belongs to all who live in it,” evidence suggests that black foreign nationals, and important swathes
of the national population, notably black rural South Africans, including in the homelands, in

particular are not part of this “all.”

Nyamnjoh (2007: 73) argues that there are degrees of citizenship, and that citizenship is shaped by
hierarchies and inequalities “affecting individuals and communities differently as informed by
race, ethnicity, class, gender and geography.” The villagers around Cofimvaba, as well as the
Somali spaza operators operating in these villages, are both marginalised, in different ways, in
some or all of the above categories. This certainly affects the relationship that exists between the
two groups. Since rights do not flow down to the lowest levels of society, or are blunted by various
forms of inequality, they can have a very limited impact on the daily lives of many living in South

Africa, whether autochthonous or not.
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The exclusion of foreign nationals from the body politic, and their denigration in state discourses
and policy, plays an important role in their exclusion. However, as argued in the previous chapter,
exclusion and inclusion are also shaped at local levels. State actions, and the larger economic and
social problems in South Africa, certainly promote certain types of relations and attitudes to “the
foreigner,” but regional and local variations show this is not the whole story. For example,
xenophobic violence is largely a phenomenon of the bigger cities, and then concentrated in certain

areas and groups.
2.2 The “Middleman Minority” Theory

It is also important to note, here, that the relationship between South African locals and foreign
nationals is not just constructed by South Africans. Some authors (Gastrow and Amit, 2012;
Hoeflich, 2011) suggest that migrants are often pushed to the edges of the “host” community, both
in the physical and social sense by the state, citizenry, and civil society. These socially tenuous
and physically isolated positions are often blamed for immigrants being susceptible to crime and
abuse at the hands of different sectors, including sectors of communities, and state actors. Some
have argued (e.g. Hoeflich, 2011; Thompson 2012) that local practices of exclusion actually force

immigrants to retreat into their isolated, exclusive spaces.

But notions of indigeneity and autochthony are not only used by South Africans, but also by
immigrants. There is, for example, as Nyamnjoh (2007: 73) puts it, a growing global fixation with
“an authentic place called home” within African immigrant communities. Further, as the literature
on middleman minorities suggests, ethnic minority trading groups can derive extensive and
essential social capital from close ties to co-ethnics, and therefore often reinforce those ties. This
can mean an identity that stresses difference with the larger nation, transnational ethnic network,
a focus on the “place called home,” and the self-image of being a sojourner in the local
communities. The point is that the social isolation of middleman minorities should not be reduced
to the discrimination and prejudice by the “host” community (Thompson, 2012). Middleman
minority theory suggests that the ethnic spaces created by such groups is not simply the result of

exclusion, but often a deliberate choice by such groups.

European thinkers like Simmel, Sombart and Weber have been seen as the pioneers of middleman

minority theories as they grappled with the links between the Jews and their economic roles,
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religion, and ethnic identity in medieval and modern Europe (Bonacich, 1973; Sowell, 2005;
Zenner, 1991). The theory was further developed and given its core expression by Bonacich
(1973), whose work has since been elaborated and debated. For Bonacich (1973), middleman
minority groups were ethnic minorities that tended to be self-employed, or to work for co-ethnics,

in easy to start up and easy to liquidate businesses such as small trading.

The success of a middleman minority group is heavily owed to the social capital of the ethnic
network, which may be sustained through an ethnic enclave and which is essential to the ethnic
economy. Social capital is conceptualised here, in instrumental terms as something that can be
generated and exploited by individuals within a social network (Bourdieu, 1986). Whitehouse
(2011) argues social capital has a communitarian ethic, which 1s most vital to ethnic
entrepreneurial success, because it speeds up the process of accumulating savings and start-up
capital. Furthermore, working in social networks lowers transaction costs which enable those who
benefit from such networks to outcompete those who do not in business. Social capital also
facilitates cross-border migration and the forming of ties and in effect an ethnic economy in the

destination countries.

In operating their businesses, middleman minority groups play an intermediary economic role
between different and divided social classes and national, ethnic or racial groups, consumers and
producers in the larger “host” society. The middleman minority fills a gap, interacting between
social groups that rarely interact directly (Bonacich, 1973; Kitano 1974; Sowell 2005). Middleman
minority theory deals with the “specific territories in which immigrant livelihoods are played out,
the strategies utilised within these specific spaces, and the relationship that these spaces both

embody and engender between foreigners and locals” (Thompson, 2012: 75).

Looking at the United States, Zhou (2007:279) argued that middleman minority entrepreneurs
often established their businesses in poor racial minority neighbourhoods, or in immigrant ghettos
in urban areas. These had been deserted by mainstream retail and service industries and the
business owners of a society’s dominant national, ethnic or racial group. While much of the
literature on the United States stressed urban areas, Zenner (1991) pioneered work on middlemen
minorities in rural areas. Zenner examined how Jews, who relocated from Nazi Germany, built up
an ethnic economy in the rural towns of Broome County and Chenango, Delaware and Cortland

Counties, near New York. The nearby city of Binghampton served as an important ethnic enclave,
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allowing the Jews in smaller rural towns a place where they could congregate in order to strengthen
group solidarity. However, there is not a great deal of literature on middleman minorities in rural
areas, and while there 1s material on such groups in South Africa (e.g. in Shain and Mendelsohn,
2008), this rarely used the middleman minority concept. Also, systematic comparative literature

on middleman minorities operating in urban and rural spaces is non-existent.

Ethnic, national and racial minorities can be locally born (like the Jews of medieval Europe) or
immigrants (like the early twentieth century Jews in the United States) (Zenner, 1991). Not all
ethnic or national minorities face discrimination and prejudice from members of the larger society,
but most do. A notable feature of middleman minorities is that, unlike most ethnic minorities, they
are renowned for an ability to rise from poverty, despite discrimination and prejudice. For
Bonacich (1973), this means the key i1ssue is that middleman minorities are able to turn “hatred”
into “success.” Blalock (1967) notes that middleman minorities often enter a marginalised local
community in a position that is even lower than that of the marginalised community, but rise
upwards, to the middle, primarily because of their competitive advantage due to the ethnic
economy and solidarity, and their high adaptive capacity (cited in Kitano, 1974). The high adaptive
capacity of the group is partly as a result of the group’s own abilities, but also comes from its

interactions with locals (Thompson 2012).

Some have argued that as the period of time during which a group has resided in a territory
lengthens, that group’s claim to and commitment to the territory becomes stronger (see Thompson,
2012: 22-23). However, middleman minorities seem to contradict this expectation: a core
behavioural pattern, inherent in middleman minority groups, is a “sojourning” outlook (Bonacich,
1973). Instead of spending profits on consumption, middleman minorities generally save,
specifically with the intention of returning to their homeland. This means a strong orientation
towards the future and, consequently, being willing to make sacrifices in terms of social status and

individual well-being in the present.

This contributes to business success, and is also expressed in a pattern of “migrant
transnationalism”: such immigrants remain connected to more than one country. Thompson (2012:
25-26) states that “remittances are but one manifestation of the nexus between social capital and
financial capital flows,” and that “remittances are a central process in migrant transnationalism.”

(cited in Thompson, 2012: 25-26). The transnational community is held together across spatial
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boundaries primarily by remittances and the information networks. Many Somalis, including in
South Africa, are transit migrants, “aliens who stay in the country for some period while seeking
to migrate permanently to another country’” (Hoeflich, 2011: 22). In these ways, many in the

Somali diaspora “largely operate past or above nations” (Horst, 2006 cited in Hoeflich, 2011: 23).

This way of living is more than just a fixation with “an authentic place called home” (Nyamnjoh,
2007: 73), it is a life strategy aimed at returning “home” and meanwhile helping the homeland.
Some have seen a sojourning outlook as reinforcing the division between foreign nationals and
local communities: it heightens the middleman minority group’s sense of identity and transience,
and need to keep themselves separate from rather than merge into local communities (see
Bonacich, 1973; Sowell, 2005; Whitehouse, 2009b; Zennner, 1991). Whitehouse (2009b), for
example, has examined how Muslim West African middleman minority groups (mainly from Mali)
in in Brazzaville in the Republic of the Congo took great care to ensure that the socialisation, local
influences did not affect enculturation, language acquisition, and identification of their children.
These middleman minorities in fact preferred to have their children raised by relatives in the
homeland, than locally, as local values were seen as not just different, but as “inimical” to their

own (Whitehouse, 2009b: 87).

The belief that all members of the group would return to the homeland one day required preparation
for this future, including teaching the children how to be true members of the homeland. The notion
that the “host” community was inimical and alien was sometimes expressed by the middleman
minority applying different ethics to their own people and members of the local population
(Zenner, 1991). For example, the groups in Brazzaville could be seen facilitating practices that
they personally rejected, in order to make profits, like selling alcohol and cigarettes, even though

they viewed personal use of these as 1llicit (Whitehouse, 2009).

It is certainly the case that a great deal of interaction with locals can lead a middleman minority to
absorb the values and behaviour of members of the communities in which they operate, which
would be economic suicide (Sowell, 2005; Zenner, 1991). Characteristics like group solidarity,
austere living, postponement of gratification and willingness to work for longer hours while
earning lower socio-economic returns, are some of qualities that middleman minorities need to

maintain in order to retain their economic success (Sowell, 2005).
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However, economic success does not mean high social status, and while the middleman minority
moves to the middle economically, it often holds a political and social szatus that is below that of
local marginalised ethnic or national group (Thompson 2012). Its success is resented, and where
the group 1s made up of foreign nationals, or people seen as foreign, this hostility can take the form
of nativism, racism (including culturally- and nationally-based “New Racism”: Tafir, 2011: 114),
and xenophobia. Hostility towards middleman minorities comes from both the elite and
marginalised local groups, with their success being resented, their non-national character stressed,

and their visible success making them an easy scapegoat.

It is because the middleman minorities are beneficial to the locals that they are successful,
providing services which disadvantaged locals need, but ironically the very success of the
middleman group causes resentment. This is especially strong amongst local business owners in
poorer areas, who are occupying the same business sector (Thompson, 2012). The perception by a
range of groups in the “host” society, is that these middleman minorities are involved in spatial

and economic theft (which affects all locals) that warrants decisive rectification from all locals.

Ruling classes and dominant ethnic and national groups can use the middleman minority as a
scapegoat for their own failure to meet the demands of ethnic, national, and racial minorities, while
the latter can drain off some of their frustration onto the middleman minorities (Kitano, 1974; Min,
2008; Olzak, 1992). Some notable examples include tensions between Korean and Jewish
shopkeepers and African-Americans, between Indian shopkeepers and black Africans in East

Africa, and between Chinese shopkeepers and locals in Indonesia and Malaysia (e.g. Min, 1996).

Notions of autochthonous belonging and indigeneity play an important role in defining some as
permanent and threatening outsiders (see previous chapter) (Gausset ef al, 2011). These notions
are reinforced by state policies and political discourses and thrive in the soil of inequality and
frustration (see last chapter). For example, Neocosmos (2010) and Nyamnjoh (2007) note that the
post-apartheid government specifically pursued capitalist interests, through various neo-liberal
strategies. These fostered a particularly competitive business environment, with major job losses,
rising inequality and relative poverty, and hence continued to marginalise the many previously
disadvantaged groups, like commoners in rural areas, and black workers, including migrant
workers, in the cities and on the farms. Since South Africa remains socially and economically

divided, despite the ethic of inclusion, immigrants are often seen as stealing the fruits of freedom,
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a perception encouraged implicitly or explicitly by state policy, politicians, and the media. The
notion that opportunities that should belong primarily to “real” South Africans is part of this, and

often results in violence.

Two last points are important here. One is that while middleman minorities often face
discrimination and prejudice, these are cases where locals have showed different attitudes. Zenner
(1991: 260) suggested that middleman minorities have been “tolerated if they showed proper
deference for the majority,” and that “occasional attacks can be seen as a ritual to restore the proper
deference.” Looking specifically at South Africa, Thompson (2012) found that middleman
minority groups have been seen by locals as beneficial in some areas, but as an unwanted

competitive force worthy of violent exclusion in others.

The second point is that it is important not to see middleman minorities and ethnic economies as
monolithic. Bonacich (1973) and Zenner (1991) argue that factions and rivalries often divide

ethnic minorities. The closest ties tend to be at the family level, and amongst friends, both in the
new country, and in the homeland. Ties seldom go further. The closeness of ethnic minorities is
often exaggerated by locals, who do not distinguish between the outsiders. The concentration of
middleman minorities in certain occupations tends to let locals mistakenly view each member as

representative of all members of the group.
2.3 Somali Migration to South Africa

As noted in the previous chapter, South Africa has experienced substantial immigration since the
1990s. One aspect of this is that the country’s migration policy grants asylum to refugees from
designated countries. These include Somalia, and Somalis were the first non-Southern African
Development Community (SADC) nationals to immigrate to South in this period. Somalis have
been present in South Africa since the 1890s, but the largest number came in the 1990s with
collapse of the Somali government in 1991. Both Thompson (2012) and Liedeman (2013) find that
the number of Somalis in South Africa is rising, even though the overland journey from Somalia
to South Africa has become more difficult due to migrants being detained in various countries
along the way. There was an influx of Somalis from 1995 to 2000, and another after 2006.
Generally, Somalis in South Africa are not “illegal” immigrants, but have legal status and valid

documentation (Jinnah, 2010).
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Although Somalis generally identify under a pan-Somali identity, their identities are based on the
parts of Somalia they come from, including the self-declared states of Somaliland and Puntland,
as well as Ogaden in Ethiopia and Kenya. Although Somalis are generally Muslims, they belong
to different branches of Islam, and are further differentiated by tribe, then clan, then sub-clan
(Sadouni, 2012; Jinnah, 2010). The “noble clans” are the Darood, Dir, Hawiye, Isaaq and the
Rahanweyn (Liedeman, 2013). These differences are also expressed in stratification in the Somali

diaspora.

Samanani (2014) stresses that Somali interactions based on clan identities are subject to
negotiation. The starting point for these negotiations are the circumstances faced by Somalis in the
spaces to which they immigrate, which are often isolated and isolating. McGown (1999, cited in
Samanani 2014) stresses that clanship is not necessarily the sole or primary principle of affiliation
amongst Somalis abroad: rather, Islamic and other identities allow for the negotiation of non-clan-
based modes of belonging within the Somali community. In the UK for example, Somalis working
for community organisations that provide cross-clan support “framed their work as truer to ‘Somali

29

values’” (Samanani, 2014: 20). Liedeman’s (2013) research in Cape Town shows something
similar: Somalis shop operators preferred to employ assistants from the same clan and sub-clan,
but this is not a prerequisite: any fellow Somali with a reputation for being trustworthy could be
appointed. Sadouni (2012), in Somalis in Johannesburg: Muslim Transformations in the City,
argues that Somali Islam is at the core of the Somali diaspora, acting as its political order in the

absence of a Somali government, with the Somali ethnic economy acts as a key economic resource

and the material basis for transnational ties.

Somalis have no ethnic or language commonalities with South Africa, besides Islam, which is
adhered to by a small minority of South Africans, primarily a small section of Coloureds and
Indians. The differences between Somalis and South Africans are pronounced in the villages
around Cofimvaba. The villagers are distinctly black, Xhosa-speaking people, either Christian, or
melding elements of traditional religion, like ancestor veneration, with the Christian faith (Cooper,
2009; Nongenile and Scheub, 1992). From the 1990s, Mayfair in Johannesburg, an area with a
large concentration of Indian Muslims, many of them merchants, has been the central node of the
Somali community and ethnic economy in South Africa (Sadouni, 2012). Bellville in Cape Town

— with a substantial number of local Coloured Muslims — is another important enclave. The Somali
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ethnic economy is a social network that provides social capital facilitated primarily by the national,
ethnic, kinship, cultural and religious ties shared by Somalis (Jinnah, 2010; Liedeman, 2013I;
Sadouni, 2012).

It is important to stress that Somalis do not only occupy the spaza market: in spaces like Bellville
in Cape Town, and Mayfair in Johannesburg, there is economic differentiation and a range of
forms of capitalist entrepreneurship within the Somali ethnic economy (Thompson 2012; Jinnah
2010 and Sadouni 2012). Furthermore, while Somalis’ national and religious identity is central to
their settlement and integration (Jinnah, 2010; Thompson, 2012), these Somali spaces reflect
historical, cultural and political specificities and differences, and can in fact exclude Somalis who
do not fit (Hyndman, 2000). Somalis carry these specificities and differences with them wherever
they go (Nyamnjoh, 2006). These specificities and differences are so important to Somalis that
Sichone (2008) points out that identifying a person from Somalia as simply “Somali” is an
oversimplification, because Somalis highlight political, ethnic and cultural distinctions amongst

themselves (cited in Hoeflich, 2011: 24).

Somali social capital is rooted in Somali culture and Islamic heritage (Thompson 2012; Sadouni
2012). Thompson (2012:45) says that “for Somalis, the minaret of a mosque was their compass to
Johannesburg.” Islamic heritage is seen by Sadouni (2012) as one of the major ways in which
Somalis appropriate space with the intentions of maintaining social distance, including from non-
Muslims. Although the presence of Somalis in places like Mayfair was eased by the presence of
South African Indian Muslims, Somalis built their own mosques and madrasas because their

Islamic jurisprudence was distinct (Thompson, 2012).

A spatial approach, looking at where people like and operate businesses, is imperative to
understanding the group and where it creates spaces of belonging and nodes of interaction with
outsiders (Thompson, 2012). Thompson (2012) finds that South Africans are excluded from

Somali spaces, and engage with them through interactions mediated by nodes like businesses.

There are two main places where Somalis in South Africa engage in capitalist entrepreneurship:
in the Somali ethnic enclave, and as middleman minorities outside the ethnic enclave. The two
parts of the ethnic economy are linked, with the ethnic enclaves’ function as a mediating space for

the profits extracted from spaza and other retail operations (Thompson, 2012). Social capital, and
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the networks it enables, is a means of spreading risk and ensuring a safety net if xenophobic
violence does arise and threaten the livelihoods of, for example, spaza operators. At the same time,
Somalis’ clustering eases their transition into the “host” community, provides safety, and enables

the protection of their cultural and economic interests.

It seems, from the literature, that many Somalis in South Africa are transit migrants, with South
Africa a transit country within the transnational Somali network. Thompson (2012) argues that the
crime and xenophobia suffered by Somali spaza operators in the townships makes these Somalis

more transient than the Somalis living and operating in ethnic enclaves.

Interestingly, Somalis acting as a middleman minority in South Africa feature consistently in
media and academic study as a group of foreign nationals that suffer disproportionately from local
xenophobia. However, there is very little work on the factors that keep Somalis doing business in
“high-risk environments” (Thompson, 2012: 36-37). The group has seldom been analysed as a
middleman minority, and those who have done so (Hoeflich, 2011; Thompson, 2012) have focused

on the urban areas — mainly the townships.

Thinking about the Somalis as a middleman minority draws attention to their low status in the
larger society, as well as their marginality. This locates them firmly in the lower end of the
hierarchical spectrum of rights in South Africa, which has, as noted in the previous chapter, been
identified by various writers (e.g. Neocosmos, 2010); Nyamnjoh, 2006). Somalis prefer the urban
areas, partly because of easier access to “health, education, humanitarian assistance, skills training,
jobs, anonymity etc.” and to South Africa’s Refugee Reception Offices, which are in urban areas:
the short-term permits of asylums seekers require constant renewal (Hoeflich, 2011: 17). Somalis
making a living in small towns and villages, and especially in the old homelands, are further

marginalised, therefore, by their location.

But while they are outside the nation and its citizenship, and leaving aside issues of language,
culture and religion, they actually have much in common with many poorer South Africans. For
example, many South African urban township dwellers are migrant workers from the homelands,
and deprivation and poverty are central parts of the lives of the over 30% of South Africans who
are residents of the homelands (see Cooper, 2009; Eppel, 2014; Mapokgole, 2014; Noble, Zembe
and Wright, 2014; Ntsebeza, 2006; Webster et al, 2014; Westaway, 2010 and 2012).
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2.4 The Spaza Landscape of South Africa

The key role, and business advantage, of the spaza shop is servicing customers who are far from
the business districts of the city centre: specifically, spazas emerged in (black) townships, which
were set at a distance from the main (white) towns. In earlier years, spazas operated in a clandestine
manner. The spaza market has continued to develop in townships, including informal settlements,
and 1n rural areas. In these areas, access to necessities through large shops, shopping malls and
commercial districts 1s limited, and the costs of transportation to those facilities are high, therefore
opening the space for spaza shops which are closer to the customers, operate for longer hours and

sometimes cheaper (Liedeman, 2013).

The emergence of the spaza shop needs to be understood in the context of South Africa’s path of
racial-capitalist development. From the late 1800s, successive governments made systematic
efforts to prevent the emergence of African, Coloured and Indian merchants, traders, commercial
farmers and other capitalists. Major aims of the 1913 Land Act were to remove black access to
private property in land, and to remove of sharecropping, in “white” South Africa. The land
allocated to blacks was not just inadequate for substantial farming operations, but held in
communal tenure, meaning that it could not be used in business transactions (see e.g. Southall,

1980; Westaway, 2012).

A prosperous black peasantry was not in the interests of white commercial farmers, nor was it in
the interests of employers, who needed more labour from the countryside. A small Indian merchant
class did manage to emerge, but continually faced racial exclusion and barriers, and was unable to
move into accumulation through large-scale production as opposed to distribution (see e.g.
Dugmore, 1994; Freund, 1995). Mayfair in Johannesburg, for example, and its surrounds,
Fordsburg and Pageview, were the site of repeated forced removals of Indians, notably Indian
businesses, under apartheid. Today’s centre-piece of Indian business in Johannesburg — the
Oriental Plaza in Fordsburg — was created as a segregated shopping mall for Indian businesses

displaced by apartheid (Mandy, 2015).

Compared to elsewhere in Africa, the black petty-bourgeoisie and bourgeoisie in South Africa was

underdeveloped by the 1970s (Southall, 1980). Apartheid policies had contradictory effects. On
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one side, black traders were restricted in what they could trade in the townships, with a wide range
of products and services forbidden: the aim was to force black consumers into white shops located
in the central business districts of the white “down town” (Southall, 1980). By 1968, no black
business owner was allowed to operate at more than one site, or to sell goods to persons other than
those who lived inside the township (Southall, 1980: 44). The homelands provided few
opportunities, either, with black entrepreneurial efforts limited to low-level trading and petty
commodity production, and, by the start of the 1950s, only 10% of trading in the homelands was

controlled by blacks. Successful traders were pressured to move to the homelands.

On the other side, in line with the “grand apartheid” policy of transforming the homelands into
self-governing or independent states, and following the 1955 Tomlinson Commission’s proposal
for a state-run development corporation to promote black industries in the homelands, this started
to change (Southall, 1980). The Bantu Investment Corporation, which started functioning in 1959,
provided capital and entrepreneurial guidance, and black commercial layer did expand in the
homelands. This was aided by measures to restrict white trading in the homelands, which provided
some protection. The state also pressured black traders in the townships to move their businesses
to the homelands. However, black traders in the homelands remained very much reliant on white

South African businesses for credit and supplies.

Then, in the 1970s, the state relaxed most of the restrictions on black traders in the townships of
“white” South Africa. There was a project of deliberately building a friendly black middle class
by enabling upward mobility and business opportunities, and employment in the state (Giliomee,
2012). In the homelands, the aim was similar, “to create a collaborative petty-bourgeoisie within
each of the homelands,” with a strongly ethnic character (Southall, 1980: 40). State employment
expanded consistently under the NP, from 1948 onwards, and by 1991 there were 349,832 officials
in the “white” apartheid state but 638,599 in the homelands (Chipkin and Meny-Gibert, 2011: 5).

Spazas, historically linked to poverty, economic marginalisation, social and geographical
exclusion during the apartheid era, continue to exist — in part because the divide between poorer
townships and more affluent suburbs, and the spatial divides of apartheid, continue to exist. The
post-apartheid state also places a strong emphasis on job creation and self-employment through
small, medium and micro-enterprises (SMMEs), and on entrepreneurial behaviour, and many

spazas clearly fit the mould. The spaza shop is now seen as sufficiently important that the
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University of the Witwatersrand’s Centre for Entrepreneurial Development (CDE) and leading
headache powder brand, Grandpa, developed a partnership to equip spaza operators with

knowledge that “ensures the sustainable growth of their stores” (Maqutu, 2012).

However, growing interest in spazas is also driven by concern with “the counterproductive and
terrifying spectre of xenophobia” that has been associated with competition in the spazas since the
end of apartheid (Ismail, 2013:2). Tengeh, Ballard and Slabbert (2011) finds that, an African
immigrant entrepreneur is most likely to be a male between the ages of 19 and 41 who has been
forced to immigrate by political circumstances in the country of origin. Research findings show
that there has been a major market shift in ownership of spaza shops in many parts of South Africa,
from South Africans to foreign nationals (Charman ef al, 2012; Liedeman, 2013; Thompson,
2012). The number of foreign-owned spazas is increasing, with Somalis seeming to own a large

share of foreign-owned spazas (see previous chapter).

The Sustainable Livelihood Foundation (SLF) conducted a survey of eight townships across the
country between 2010 and 2013 (cited in Gastrow and Amit, 2013). The results were that 48.5%
of spazas were run by locals, with the remaining 51.5% run by foreign nationals, the majority of
them Somalis, who occupied 22.5% of the market. In Delft, Cape Town, ownership moved to
being equally divided between foreign nationals (mostly Somalis) and locals in 2010, and 70% of

locally-owned spazas closing permanently by 2013 (Paton, 2014).

This helps explain Hoeflich’s (2011: 63) finding that, unlike other African migrants to South
Africa, like Mozambicans and Nigerians, “Somalis seem to have an entirely different reputation —
not as criminals or drug-addicts; the stereotypical Somali is a hawker, trader or a businessman.”
According to Liedeman (2013), who looked at Delft in Cape Town, the shift in ownership can be
attributed to the competing business models that are employed by South Africans and foreigners.
Further, the Somali operators are richer in social capital, that they conduct business through clan-
based social networks (Thompson, 2012). These enable them to, for example, buy in bulk, and to
draw on the Somali ethnic enclaves in Cape Town and Johannesburg. What this means is that

Somalis use religion, ethnic identity and clan in an effort to create lives and livelihoods in South

Africa.
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... they are taking from you your business... they are taking all that you have worked,
profits, airtimes...cold-drinks and everything... they say they are taking from you as a

Somali, but they are leaving their brothers to be happy, and selling that things in peace!

All the Somalis interviewed stated that what kept them going is the hope of return to the homeland.
Failing this return, relocation to another country that was safer than South Africa was sought. The
safety levels in the villages were appreciated, but individual Somali spaza operators felt isolated
from fellow Somalis. They saw themselves as sojourners, awaiting asylum in another country
where the Somali ethnic network was stronger, and where there was less violence. They regretted
the isolation that came with being an entrepreneur in the villages, and the dislocation from co-
nationals, but did not have any interest in living in the bigger centres in South Africa. The distances
between villages with Somalis spazas were great, and the distance from Queenstown, where a
modest Somali ethnic enclave exists (see below), was even greater. This also meant they had no

easy access to mosques, madrasas or other facilities.

In other words, Somalis living in the villages around Cofimvaba saw themselves as “migrants”
rather than as “immigrants,” an outlook that, according to Neocosmos (2010), is a common
sentiment among foreigners in South Africa. They did not seek local citizenship. Without making
tangible claims for rights, foreigners can “live half-lives at best, always waiting for some kind of
disaster and their existence 1s in a constant state of insecurity” (Hoeflich, 2011: 75). In the safety
of the villages, at least, a “kind of disaster” did not seem imminent. However, the sense of
“waiting” was very real — mostly waiting for the situation in Somalia to be favourable enough to

enable their return. In the words of the Somali interviewee in Hoita:

You can sit in one place for more than six months, and not go anywhere, because you are
thinking what will happen to the shop if you close, maybe to go to Queenstown where all
the other Somalis are. All day you wake up, come to the counter, sell to one customers

here and the other customers there, sit, listen to the radio about news back home and just
wait. When you are try to be safe, your life is just about waiting ... you wait [so] you can

[be] taken to another country...you wait for Somalia to be fine again.

In this situation, their behaviour is in line with what Bonacich (1973) contended: a middleman

minority group tends to suffer short-term deprivation in order to hasten the long-term objective of
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returning to the homeland. But the situation was very painful, more so than in the towns, since
short-term deprivation was not countered with the closeness provided by the ethnic group. The

interviewee in Sabalele said:

All you do is move from this counter, to the bedroom and back again, all day and the next.
It is not really life...I’m only one year here, I get alone sometimes, so maybe I will make

friends later. But it is safety and that is what is important.

Another factor reinforcing the identity of sojourners, and the life of waiting for a chance to move
abroad, was not so different to that identified in studies by Thompson (2012) Liedeman (2013)
and Hoelich (2011): South Africa was a stop-off in a longer journey, and a disappointing one. The
lack of safety, and the situation of being trapped in small villages with limited business

opportunities, made destinations elsewhere more desirable.

Isolation was linked to economic conditions. Somali spaza operators usually operated one Somali
spaza per village (at most, two). Unlike urban townships, where Somali spazas could be found on
many streets (Ismail, 2013; Liedeman 2013 and Thompson, 2012), in most of the villages, there
was only one-Somali operated spaza. It was generally seen as unacceptable for another Somali
spaza to be opened in a village where a Somali spaza already existed. Only in one village were
there rival Somali spaza shops; in the other village with more than one Somali spaza, both spazas
were owned by the same people. The main reason for this practice was that the villages had tiny

markets, with shops having low profits. The Somali spaza operator in Hoita said:

With my brothers, it is all about “I see you and you see me as my brother, and I am your

brother.”

It is easy to say: “Okay, if my brother is doing a business here, then I must not come, and
say I am doing a business right there,” because I will be taking the bread from the mouth
of my brother... We don’t have to say we are fighting, [its] just about understanding we are

in the same fight to survive.
The spaza operator in Sabalele said:

If T am here and you come? Even as my Somali brother and you want to do the something

I am doing? ... You know there is not money in this place... We can’t both be staying, so I
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just show you my fist, and then you will know that you must make your own place where

ITamnot ...
The agreements were informal.

These realities also affected the family life of the Somalis. Of the eight participants in this study,
five were married, and three were single. Most of the married had deliberately left their wives and
children in Somalia or Kenya, because their intentions were to return or to move. The Somalian
who had married a South African woman had sent the children born in South Africa to live with
his family in Kenya. The only spaza operator whose Somali wife and children were staying in

South Africa ensured that they lived in the Somali ethnic enclave in Queenstown.

The low profit margins led to the inability to consistently send remittances to the people in the
Somali homeland and this was a major cause of unhappiness and insecurity. One of the three single
men was divorced. He said that the reason for the divorce was the difficulty of maintaining a
relationship across borders, especially when he was unable to consistently send remittances, or
afford to go “home” regularly. An inability to make much profit also meant that expansion in South
Africa was not a feasible long term goal. This also reinforced the Somali interviewees’ view of
themselves as sojourners. This was unlike the situation of successful Somalis noted by Liedeman
(2013) and Thompson (2012), who intended to apply for permanent residency in South Africa
primarily because of the success found in their respective spaza business. Safety was a major cause
of concern, but the village-based businesses were not thriving enough to provide a great motivation

for staying in South Africa.
3.3 Varying Attitudes to Somalis in the Villages

Xenophobic violence is almost unknown in homeland villages. What about xenophobic attitudes,
though? Various studies on South Africa show that while xenophobic attitudes are common, not
all South Africans hold such views. Research on locals’ attitudes and perceptions show the
attitudes are never homogenous. Research (e.g. HRSC, 2008; Neocosmos, 2010) find that even at
the height of the 2008 xenophobic attacks, different attitudes were held by South Africans, even
within the same area, regarding whether the violence was right or wrong; some locals warned or

sheltered foreign national neighbours from attackers. This is in line with research elsewhere. For
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example, Allan and Bacon (2003) found that members of a host society respond to middleman

minorities in various forms, including favourable, indifferent or negative.

Of the 41 villagers interviewed 21 (51%) expressed “xenophilia” (based on positive views of
Somalis spaza business practices); 7 (17%) expressed “xenophilia” (based on social relationships
with Somalis); 5 (12%) were “indifferent”; and only 8 (20%) expressed some “ambiguity” (which
had an element of xenophobic thinking: latent xenophobia). The findings varied from village to
village and within the same village, but only eight out of 41 people — the “ambiguous” category —
expressed latent xenophobia, and even then, there is no evidence that they expressed it openly to

the Somalis.

Most villagers who expressed xenophilia based this on the benefits provided by Somali spazas,
and the lack of similar services in the villages. Strikingly, those who expressed xenophilia based
on social relationships with the Somalis were the young, unemployed men of the villages. In every
single village studied, the young local men had positive, friendly relationships with Somali spaza
operators. This does not mean that all young male villagers were xenophilac, but the fact that
members of this group showed any xenophilia at all is noteworthy. Studies such as those done by
Polzer (2010) found that although there is no simple “xenophobic profile” in South Africa, there
is a higher probability of xenophobic attacks at the hands of young men. But the situation in the
villages was the opposite: young men were close to the traders, rather than their key enemies. This

needs more discussion (see next chapter).

Most who were indifferent as to whether the Somalis were operating or not were those who stated
they used the services of Somali spazas infrequently, and did not rely on these shops. The majority
of these lived in the villages closer to Cofimvaba town, and could make more use of other shops
than people in more outlying areas. The headmen interviewed in this study formed part of this
group as even the headman who lived farthest away from Cofimvaba (i.e. in Sabalele) stated that
he was hardly in the village as he frequented Cofimvaba town to “conduct village business” and it
was therefore easier for him to shop in Cofimvaba. Those who expressed ambiguity stated that
they did not like the Somalis, and were unhappy that the Somalis were living and operating
businesses in the villages, but most also stated their dislike for Somalis was modified by the fact

that Somalis were providing much needed services and benefits.
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Attitudes did not vary between villagers who were employed and those who were unemployed,
and employed and unemployed villagers had a range of views. Unemployment was pervasive: only
seven of the villagers interviewed were employed. Two were employed as civil servants (one was
a nurse and the other a teacher), two were village headmen, and the other three were in elementary
jobs: making clay bricks, herding livestock and pumping water. Only the teacher and the nurse had
Matric: the rest of the villagers dropped out after primary or during high school. Most of the high
school dropouts dropped out between grade 9 and grade 11. This is consistent with findings made
by Webster et al (2014) and Westaway (2010), regarding to the high levels of unemployment and

the low levels of formal education, in former homeland villages.

There were, as far as could be discovered, no cases where xenophobic sentiments were expressed
to the Somalis directly in any way, whether through verbal harassment or physically. Only one out
of the eight Somalis in this study claimed to have experienced verbal abuse from locals. However,
the evidence is that he experienced verbal abuse, not because he was Somali, but rather that he was
considered ill-mannered to customers, especially youth, both men and women. A young female
interviewee from this village said: “One time he gave me the wrong change, but when I went to

explain this, he argued and argued, and finally threw the right change at me; he is like that.”
3.4 Race and Nation: Who are the “Somalis” in the Villages around Cofimvaba?

As indicated in section 1.4., one of the challenges in research design was to locate Somali spazas
in the villages: there is no map or database that can be used. Having chosen eight villages as
possible research sites, I visited each. The location of spazas operated by Somalis was ascertained
through asking local villagers. As it turned out, only six of the eight villages had Somali businesses,

and these were where the research was undertaken.

However, the views of villagers when asked whether Somali businesses were operating locally
provided some interesting and useful information that the research design had not anticipated.
What seems clear is that people used racial features to classify people, but did not always agree on
which features marked each racial type. In one case, when asking a group of eight villagers, both
men and women, if there was a local Somali spaza, they confidently pointed to a Pakistani-
operated spaza. They believed the operator was a lighter type of “Somali,” unlike the darker-

skinned “Somali” with curly hair (in reality, actual Somali nationals) found in other villages.

61



Meanwhile, in Banzi village, Indian, Ethiopian and Malawi nationals were often mistakenly
identified as Somalis by the villagers interviewed. But a young female villager in Banzi village,

asked for directions to a Somali spaza store said of the local operators:

They are not Somalis. .. they are not from here, I guess you can call them foreigners also,
but they are not as dark, even though they are dark, they don’t have that curly hair [of
Somalis — AM] ...

In Luncwini village, a middle-aged male villager stated:

Oh my sister, you must know that there are two types of foreign spaza operators here... 1t
1s the white ones, and the black ones, and then those other black, black, black ones with

curly hair.

By the “white ones” he meant Indians and Pakistanis, by the “black, black, black ones,” he meant

the Somalis, and all other dark-skinned foreigners were lumped into one group as “black ones.”

In the case of the identification of foreigners in the villages around Cofimvaba, “white” foreigners
were not Europeans, but, rather, Pakistani and Indian nationals. These were sometimes seen as
“white” versions of Somalis, who were seen as Africans, and not as being of Asian or Indian
descent respectively. That is, the majority of the villagers simply saw the foreigners as Africans,
but not all the people “from Africa” (which implicitly locates South Africa elsewhere) were
necessarily black. The people were grouped as from “Africa,” rather than as being from Malawi,

Nigeria, Pakistan, Somalia, and other countries.

Villagers were generally unable to distinguish dark-skinned black foreigners by nationality, even
clearly differentiate the Somalis on the basis of extreme darkness (compared with other nationals)
and, in particular, curly hair (and sometimes, national dress). Even then, a small number of
villagers continued to confuse Somali and Ethiopian spaza operators. It does seem that “shades of
blackness” served as a “shameful basis for distinguishing African immigrants among black South
Africans’ (HSRC, 2008:15), and that that villagers tended to see the darker foreign nationals as

more foreign than others.

Hoeflich (2011) suggests that simply the act of lumping foreigners into one category is a form of
latent xenophobia, but my findings suggest that this is not a strong point. Neocosmos (2010)
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suggested that there is, in current South African politics and discourse, an obsession with
differentiating black South Africans and black non-South Africans (and a racialisation of
difference), in order to assert hierarchy of rights claims. However, the data I collected suggests a

more complex situation.

In order for the grouping of foreigners together into one category to be xenophobia, there needs to
be a degree of hostility towards said foreigners. The research revealed little such hostility, and
while darker foreign nationals were seen as more foreign, this did not translate into a difference in
treatment of foreign nationals based on skin tone. While the villagers used simplistic racial forms
of identification, this was not necessarily xenophobic in practice. The idea that there is a racialised
differentiation of foreigners, which then translates into a hierarchical differentiation of treatment

(e.g. Nyamnjoh 2007) does not seem borne out in these villages.

Ignorance, fostered by the lack of interaction with foreign nationals living in the villages, was the
major reason for grouping foreigners together in simplistic ways. For most people, most interaction
involved brief visits to the shops. Closer business interactions did not necessarily lead to more
knowledge. A landlord who leased her property to Indian nationals in Banzi village also fell into
the category of villagers who could not properly identify the nationality of the spaza operators.

She said:

Who can really say who is who anymore? They are all the same to me... there are many of
these Somalis: you can’t escape them, from here to town [Cofimvaba — AM] it is the same

people.
A cashier employed by Pakistani nationals in a spaza shop showed similar ignorance about them.

These two people, despite more contact with foreigners, were like the majority of the villagers,
who tended to lump all foreigners in the village into one group of people, and t know very little
about them. The reality is that locals and foreigners had few connections. They did not attend the
same churches or participate in the same associations; intermarriage and courting was very rare;
there were almost no family links; cultural and linguistic and ethnic differences all played a role.
Ignorance was key: a particularly telling point was made by the village headman of Sabalele
village, who said, “Just because they are all from outside [South Africa], it is easier for us just to

see them as one people...”
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The only layer in the villages that had a detailed knowledge of the different foreign nationalities,
and who were able to differentiate amongst the foreign nationals, were local young men. This was
true of both passers-by asked for directions, and of interviewees. They could distinguish between
Ethiopian, Indian, Malawian, Nigerians, Pakistani, Senegalese and Somali spaza operators. This
was because they had the closest relations with the operators, relations that went beyond business

transactions (see next chapter).

It is important to note that the lack of ongoing social relationships (and the resultant lack of
knowledge of the nationality of the foreign nationals) was not just a result of the villagers’
behaviour, as the middleman groups like the Somalis also preferred to limit their insertion into the
social fabric of the areas where they operated. This is consistent with the global pattern of
middleman minority behaviour, noted in the previous chapter. In other words, limited interaction
in these villages should not be explained simply as the direct result of xenophobic hostility by the

villagers.

It should be stressed that, despite the social distance that existed, the Somali spaza operators
interviewed all stressed their desire to build respectful relations with local people. They invoked
an Islamic principle of mutual respect, and stated that they used it to guide social relationships

with villagers. The Somali spaza operator in St Marks village said:

Iam ... [a] friend with everyone here because Allah says you must show people respect...1
am Somali and Muslim; my brother from next door is not... All we can do is be my friend,

my friend with respect, even if we are not same people...

While South Africans sometimes use the derogatory terms like makwerekwere and quirigamba to
refer to foreigners (insulting references to their alleged inability to master local languages:
Nyamnjoh, 2007), local villagers often called the Somalis as a group by a collective nickname: the
“My Friend” group. This is an apparent reference to the Somalis’ regular use of the phrase when

speaking to locals.
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3.5 Good Business: Xenophilia and Somali Spaza Business Practices

The first category of “xenophilac” villagers identified earlier were those who viewed the Somali
spaza operators positively on the grounds that their businesses were beneficial. There were a
number of reasons many villagers had positive attitudes to the Somali spazas. The first was the
perception that the individual spazas had product diversity at fair prices, and shelves fully stocked.
This was very important, as villagers would otherwise need to travel far, and incur expenses, to do
shopping elsewhere (like Cofimvaba town). Even where a village had the smallest type of Somali
spaza shop, it was often cheaper and easier to go to other villages’ Somali shops than to go to
Cofimvaba. The villagers were generally far from the city centre in Cofimvaba, and preferred to

do as little shopping outside of the village as possible, and the Somalis helped make this possible.

The more differentiated and innovative the services a Somali spaza had to offer local villagers, the
better the relationship with villagers. Somali spaza operators often added new elements to the
spaza business. One example 1s innovation through the sale of products that were not previously
sold by other spaza operators, like petrol and electricity, and the provision of services like the

extension of interest-free credit or transport.

The spaza operators in Ntshingeni, with their large store, their assistance to pensioners on grant
days, and so on, had an excellent relationship not just with villagers in the village itself, but people
from other villages. In this case, the spaza was run by a married couple: a South African woman
and a Somali man. Their spaza was seen as benefitting local people by operating a business where

no business had previously existed, and by going beyond the call of duty in doing so.

For example, the spaza sold car fuel at around the same price as that of petrol stations in Cofimvaba
city centre. Local owners of vehicles interviewed in this study felt that this was not done for profit,
but as a means to assist the villagers, who were often left stranded because of the considerable
distance to the nearest petrol stations. The spaza owners extended credit to pensioners without
interest being charged. When the pensioners bought groceries in bulk, the owners delivered the
goods to their homes. They drove pensioners to collect their social grants. By providing deliveries
and transport, they helped pensioners avoid crime, filling a safety gap that traditional authorities
and municipal governments left. A middle aged male villager from St Marks, who often shopped

in Ntshingeni as the villages were close together, stated:
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These people help us, sisi. Yho, I don’t want to lie about them and say otherwise...they
came here and brought us things we didn’t have, like selling electricity and petrol. No one
here had thought of that before... they are quite cleverm if you ask me... To think about
taking the elders here to get their inkumnkum [“income” i.e. social welfare grant - AM] you
can see that.Okay, yeah, sure, this is not just about helping [but also business — AM] ... but

it is also a way of helping to keep our old people safely away from the criminals...

Another appreciated feature of the Somalis spaza operators was their charitable work. Thompson
(2012) has argued that Somalis in South African townships do not neatly fit the middleman
minority model, as they engage in some forms of social responsibility that go beyond business.
They do this as part of Islamic charity. This was also true of Somalis in the villages around
Cofimvaba: it was a trait that was spoken about at length by both the local villagers and the
Somalis. They gave gifts, like assistance with food for funerals, but were also seen as doing
business with an element of social responsibility, as doing more for the community, earning their

keep, and so, were more accepted and built good relations with local villagers.

It is clear from the data that the Somali spaza operators’ manner of doing business was viewed
positively. It was an improvement from the way in which local spazas had worked (when they
existed: local spazas had not even existed in some villages). In this, the results confirm claims by
Crush and Pendleton (2004) cited in Neocosmos (2010) that local communities tend to be more
welcoming to foreign nationals in cases where their economic impact is demonstrably positive. It
is clear that villager xenophilia was, for many, closely linked to positive experiences of Somali

business practices.

As stated earlier, many villagers had little contact with Somalis outside of business transactions,
which led to ignorance and a tendency to lump all foreigners together. However, it does seem clear
that the business transactions were enough to foster positive views — rather than xenophobia. This
argument is also borne out when looking at the villagers who were described above as indifferent
to the Somalis. The majority of these villagers were in Banzi, Luncwini, and St Marks, which were
nearest Cofimvaba; and in Banzi there were no Somali operators; and these villagers did not rely
on business with the Somalis, and could often afford to travel to Cofimvaba. The product diversity,
good stock levels, innovations and so on of the Somalis did not really matter to them. Therefore,

there was no basis for a xenophilia based on Somali business practices. But even some of these
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indifferent villagers complimented the Somali spazas for their ability to supply bread and airtime
(which saved a trip to Cofimvaba), and for catering effectively to the villagers who did not have

the same access to town.
3.6 Grudging Appreciation: Ambiguity as a Response to Somalis

As noted, a section of villagers who did not really accept the presence of Somalis in the villages,
but they did not actively campaign for the removal of the Somali spaza operators. Their
“ambiguity” was expressed in their mixed views: dislike of the Somalis as outsiders, along with

some appreciation for them as service providers.

Some were frustrated with poor services and unemployment, but appreciated the electrification,
running water and social grants that had been provided so far by the state (albeit in a slow and
limited manner). Some lived in the hope that waiting longer would yield more results. Importantly,

none blamed the Somalis for the problems.

Others felt that there was no real use complaining or protesting, in general, because little was done
for rural people. This also meant that xenophobic mobilisations were seen as unlikely to achieve
anything (and there was some doubt as to whether locals had a right to chase the foreigners away,
in any case). In fact, much as these villagers might not like Somalis as a people, they generally

also held that they had a positive side:

These people, you might not like them... you can complain and complain...then remember
that... we don’t have these things that they are bringing here. You catch a van [mini-bus
taxi — AM] from here to town with that small money, that is a grant money, and then what?
You pay for groceries still in that van. So how can you say to people who are here for a
fifty-fifty chance for you and them, that they must leave? The government will not then
came here and make things better for the rural people: we are far from the real people of

South Africa, who can go to the malls and use real money without worry[ing] about vans. ..

The use of the phrase “real people of South Africa” is very interesting, as it indicates the continued
exclusion and perception of exclusion of people in the former homelands, from the promise of the

new South Africa. But the quoted statement also suggests that, given this exclusion, and inability
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to make claims, including on consumption and modernity, is that a substitute can be provided by

“these people,” who are also not “real people of South Africa.”
Likewise, a young man in Qamata argued:

You can’t say, “No, okay, They must go!,” because they bring things here that are far away
from the people, simple things like a chips for the small childrens. Can you think of that
when you are busy paying in the van for all your grocery? Every cent, every cent is gone,
and you cannot even pay for your small child a chips, like they are not like other kids of

this new South Africa? That thing is not fine.
A middle-aged woman in Banzi stated:

Yes, well, even if you don’t want them here, they won’t go anywhere. But what can you
do? ...even if you don’t want a Somali here, and say “Okay, I want this business to fail,”
you can’t escape it (laughs) because they are even in town. You still shop there with them

and where will you go? You need them yourself.
Another villager, who was among the most hostile to foreigners of all those interviewed, conceded:

Sisi, I don’t know how else to explain this to you, but I just don’t feel [for] those things
[Somalis]. I don’t feel them. But you can complain and you will stop by yourself, because
no one will do anything about them. Even if you don’t want them, their customers will

want them because of their cheapness ...

The owner of the local spaza in St Marks — who was related to the previous person cited — was
also hostile, and also in a way that recognised the attraction of the Somali spazas. A family member
stated that the owner had been approached by Somalis to rent out the premises, but had denied the
request. The local spaza was not doing particularly well, but the owner of the shop did not like

“those foreigner people,” who “were here to take advantage and enrich themselves.”

It 1s probable that those who explicitly expressed these ambiguous positions had the potential to
be spurred into xenophobic action if encouraged to do so. Villagers often took the position that
they would follow the general position of the community, whatever their own views. A woman

pensioner from Hoita said:
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For me it depends on whatever the people want, they can’t go left and I go right: I go where
people are going. If they want Somalis I want them, if they don’t want them, then me too,

I am there also.

This could mean either support for, or opposition to, the Somalis. While overall sentiment was

positive, people would tend to follow the popular position. A middle-aged man from Qamata said:

You have to do what people are doing if you are one people. You can’t attempt to disagree
and say these people [Somalis - AM] must go away when you know the people want them

here. ..

Local identity — ethnic as well as village-based — is powerful, and co-exists with the national South

African identity. It is linked to a tendency to conformity, which could assist xenophobic outbreaks.
3.7 Hygiene as an Issue of Contention

Despite these positive, neutral, or ambiguous views of Somalis, there was one definite area of
contention: the perception of the outsiders as unclean. Hoeflich (2011) notes that Islamic prayer
ablution practices require Somalis to be very clean, contrary to the stereotype, and this indicates

that the issue is more one of boundaries than actual hygiene.

In all the villages, villagers complained about the cleanliness of the Somali spazas, with the fact
that the Somalis slept in the shops a major concern. For example, the Somali spaza operator in
Hoita stated that he had heard that villagers complained about the cleanliness of his shop, and so,
he put much energy into making sure the spaza was clean. He added that he sometimes employed

a local woman villager to assist, and would have hired her more, if the spaza had a higher turnover.

It was widely believed Somalis did not clean themselves properly. For example, a woman

pensioner in Qamata echoed ideas of backward African “others,” when she stated:

Maybe they do not do much cleaning in the parts of Africa where they come from. Not
everyone stresses about cleaning. Even some Africans you find they do not bath like

others...everyday...

Ignorance played a role, with a lack of understanding of Somali Islamic ablution practices.
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When Somalis were seen washing their hands and feet with water bottles outside, some villagers
in the study misinterpreted this action as their sole type of bathing. One young woman in St Marks
village expressed another common view: “those people are so dirty...those things [Somalis] carry
2L bottles when they go to the toilet and wash their bums with it.” Obviously, the phrase “those
things” 1s, in this context, derogatory. But though the respondent was expressing latent
xenophobia, there is no evidence she expressed herself in such a way to the Somali spaza operator

in question, or incited violence.

The issue of cleanliness was so serious that the only case of villagers ordering a Somali spaza
operator to leave was over this issue. In St Marks, a Somali spaza operator was asked to leave the
village after a conflict with a neighbour, who claimed the Somali was allowing discarded rubbish
from his shop to be blown by the wind into the neighbour’s yard. He also did not show due
deference in dealing with the neighbour, and her request that he clean up. Although the Somali

was expelled, this was not done violently. According to a young woman:

When we did not get what we wanted from that guy ... well, the community just went there
to ask him to leave... You can say he was chased out, because he was told to leave, but no

one hit him or said anything that was bad.

The issue was, however, resolved within two weeks when the spaza operator came back to the
village, apologised and assured the villagers that he would clean up around his spaza. The villagers

were reported to have forgiven him, said a middle-aged woman, because

... he showed us that he can be a person who can see other people...to say that we welcome
you into our community ... there must be respect for everyone, especially if you are an

outsider ...

This response is telling in that it demonstrates that indeed villagers have an expectation of a level
of deference from the outsider. This confirms Zenner (1991), who found that middleman minority
groups who showed “proper” deference to the majority were often more tolerated, and that the
majority might use sanctions — even violence (although this did not happen at St Marks) — as a way

to attain or restore this deference.
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The reference to deference, and the view of the outsider as unclean, needs to be understood
socially: these do indicate a form of othering, and attitudes about cleanliness that go beyond simple
issues like soap. It indicates a distinction drawn between villagers and Somalis based on culture,

not physical appearance, and on the idea of an inferior culture.
3.8 Ties between Somalis in the Villages, and to the Ethnic Enclave in Queenstown

Solidarity among immigrants is heighted by the discrimination by members of the local
community, and by the benefits it enables for economic cooperation (Whitehouse, 2009). A lack
of ties with local communities also makes the ethnic network of a middleman minority group
essential for the group’s survival (Bonacich, 1973). The evidence suggests, however, that ties

between the Somalis in the villages around Cofimvaba are relatively weak.

This 1s not due to clan allegiances, sometimes cited as a major contributor to a lack of cohesion
(e.g. Hoeflich, 2011). Five of the seven spaza operators interviewed came from one clan, the
Hawiye clan. It is true that there was no intermixing of clans in spaza shops (each spaza was
operated by members of one clan), but all the Somalis interviewed claimed that clan ties were less
important than common nationhood in the villages: it did not matter what clan people came from
so long as they were Somali. The reason for this is similar to the argument made by Samanani
(2014): outside of Somalia, clan divisions can perpetuate isolation, and so, become relatively less
important than Somali-ness or Islam as bases for solidarity. The Somali spaza operator in Sabelele
stated that “there is no time to discuss that you are this person or that person in Somalia when you
are in South Africa because in the end we are all Somali when we are here.” The operator in Hoita

argued:

. maybe you can say it is good to be divided back home, but not here. What is the point?
Even if you are not friends with the other Somalis, you can still say “that is my brother
from my country,” and you know when you see him, that, yes, this is a person that you
know. Because you are the same people, even if you have a different something here and

here. ..

The relative lack of xenophobia also helps explain the relative lack of cohesion among the Somalis
living in the Cofimvaba area. There was no urgent need to work together, as local hostility was

low.
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Contact was also difficult to sustain. As mentioned previously, in most cases, there was only one
Somali spaza operating in each village, and the villages were far from each other. This made it
difficult to make friends with, or interact with, Somalis in other villages. Besides the distance, time
was short, mostly spent tending to the spaza. Local Somalis did not cooperate much, and there was
no real pooling of resources other than instances where spaza operators who lived in the farthest

villages assisted with transport of minor stock, such as airtime.

There was only one group of Somalis who kept close contact, around the Somali spaza operator
married to a South African. Besides his big shop in Ntshingeni, he also had a second spaza shop
in that village, and another in Sabalele. He employed his kin in two of the spazas. Even then, the
villagers generally did not see the various Somali spazas and traders as connected. They were
viewed as always being inside their own stores. He was one of only two Somali spaza operators
who lived with their wives in the villages. The other had his child living with him as well. He
stated that the reason that this child was living in South Africa was because she was a few months

old. When she was old enough she would be sent to live with his family in Kenya.

The situation was similar to that reported by Liedeman (2013) and Thompson (2012) elsewhere,
which was that of Somalis being far less cohesive than often believed by outsiders. Conflict was
limited by an understanding, stated by individual Somalis, that one Somali would not open a spaza
in a village where another Somali was already operating. The only exception was when the new
spaza was opened far away from the one already operating, and the village was big enough to
accommodate the two Somali operators’ profit needs. One result of isolation was that Somalis
pursue a strategy of integration, what Thompson (2012: 76) calls “deep physical embeddedness,”
into the local area, as opposed to residing in an ethnic enclave. However, this was not seen as a

substitute for links to co-nationals.

The Somalis in the villages experienced major frustrations from social isolation, as already noted.
The existence of an ethnic enclave and an ethnic economy in Queenstown provided some relief,
with comprising friends, clansmen and close relatives, as well as facilities like mosques and access
to ethnically specific goods and services, some from the homeland. As the spaza operator in Hoita

commented:
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When you are far away from your people, you see, you are feeling alone, even in the food
you eat. Because then you have to eat the food that is clean for your culture. So, I always
eat bread and eggs, all the time, all the time. It is only when I can say I go there, to

Queenstown, that one time when I can eat something that is right for me as a Somali.

But access to the enclave was not easy because of the lack of time the Somali spaza operators had,

and because of the enclave’s distance from the villages.
3.9 Social Distance in the Villages

At the same time, the Somali spaza operators are relatively isolated in the villages around
Cofimvaba. The villagers, with the important exception of some of the local young men, rarely
interact socially with the Somalis. Most of the local villagers stated that this was because the
Somalis kept to themselves. In fact, most of the locals could not differentiate between the Somalis
as businessmen and Somalis as people. They saw them only in their capacity as traders, and could

say little about the group beyond how they conducted the spazas.

It is important to stress here that this social distance was not simply created by the villagers. In
line with other studies of the middleman minority groups (e.g. by Whitehouse, 2009), the Somalis
tended to create an in-group. It may be that enforcing differentiation from the people of the host
community was key to the operations of a middleman minority: if they had the same social habits,
there would be no need for, or possibility of, a middleman minority group (Raspberry, 1995;
Sowell, 2005).

But this was not how the Somalis interviewed understood the issue. Their understanding was that
the social practices of the members of the local community were inimical to their own. All of the
responses given by Somalis went along the lines of arguing that they were not being able to mix
with the villagers, because the villagers drank and smoked, which was against the religion of the

Somalis.

It is interesting to note that the ignorance of the social practices and culture of the Somalis, which
was held by the locals, was matched by the ignorance of the social practices and culture of the
locals, which was held by the Somalis. The Somali group did not have a clear understanding of

local ways, and the main reason was because they specifically kept themselves separate from the
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local population. There was no Somali interviewee who could provide much description of the
culture of the villagers, or of their cultural differences with them, beyond the issue of drinking and
smoking. In other words, the overtly culturally-based justification for the distance did not actually
show much in the way of knowledge of the culture. In their own way, the Somalis also construed
the villagers as the “other.” Local practices were cited as the reason for staying separate, but the

separation actually meant there was little knowledge of local practices.

Studies looking at the relationship between immigrants and local community members are often
one-sided, stressing the manner in which the locals exclude the foreigners, and neglecting to note
that foreigners can also deliberately exclude themselves. For example, the Somali spaza operators
did not seek to integrate into the local community. Their relations with locals were mainly business
ones: paying rent for premises, and dealing with customers. As Whitehouse (2012: 14) puts it in
her discussion of foreign traders in Congo-Brazzaville, “stranger-hood is a phenomenon

maintained jointly, if not always consciously, by hosts and migrants alike.”

The reality of ignorance does not remove the fact of important cultural differences between the
two groups. One example is that of the child-bearing practices of the Somalis. The Somalis
interviewed did not raise their children in the villages, or elsewhere in South Africa — outside of
Somali ethnic enclaves. Children, they stated, would only live with them if there was the support
of an ethnic enclave where the children could learn “how to be Somali.” These included learning
respect for the elders, proper Islamic comportment, the avoidance of illicit behaviour such as
drinking alcohol, and, especially, mastering of the language of the homeland. It was seen as
impossible to attain these in areas like the villages around Cofimvaba, on the assumption that the
local environment and people would have a negative impact on attempts to groom a child into

“how to be Somali.”

As noted, only one of the Somalis was married to a South African woman, who was the co-owner.
Even here, the Somali took care to ensure the children would “be Somali.” The couple’s two
children both lived in Kenya, and while the mother stated in her interviewee that she kept contact
with them, she believed that the children were his and belonged to his people. She also indicated
that if her husband decided to return to Somalia or Kenya, the marriage would end, as she would

not leave with him. She did not know much about his background in Somalia, or the details of the

74




































making limited profits. If the situation changed, the village-based Somalis would be very

vulnerable.
5.2 Recommendations for Future Research

The scope of the thesis is limited, and its focus on local case studies limits the extent to which its
findings can be generalised. It is not a general overview of the relationship between Somali spaza
operators and villagers in former homelands across South Africa; it is not even a fully

representative study of the relationship in all the villages around Cofimvaba.

However, by narrowing the subject to a few villages around Cofimvaba, it was able to examine
the subject more deeply, develop an in-depth understanding of the relationship between foreign
spaza operators and villagers, and get a deeper insight into local attitudes and dynamics. I have
also set up a dialogue between the case material and the literature, and comparisons with the

situation in other areas, as a way to contribute to theory and the larger patterns in South Africa

There are many areas in which future research could be developed. The basic research design could
be applied to different areas, both in the former Transkei and other former homelands. Other ethnic
groups could be examined, as well as areas of immigrant business besides spazas. The study could
also be expanded to examine changes over time. Although the Somalis see themselves as
sojourners, this is surely not a guaranteed reality. It would be interesting to research what changes
may take place in the relationship between the Somali spaza operators and villagers, the longer the
Somali spaza operators remain in the villages, and as prospects for a return to the homeland fade.
Would the social distance between the two groups persist? Would levels of xenophobic sentiment

change?
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22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.

How do you buy stock for the business?

How much profit do you make?

What do you do with the profit made?

Do you extend credit to the villagers and how is it paid back?

How are you connected to other Somalis in the villages around Cofimvaba?
How are you connected to the Somalis in Queenstown?

What kind of relationship do you havewith the villagers around Cofimvaba?
What is your level of interaction with the villagers around Cofimvaba?

Do you feel welcome in the villages around Cofimvaba?

Have you experienced any violence in the villages?

Do you feel safe in the villages and if not what measures do you take to ensure your safety?
Do you plan to stay in the villages around Cofimvaba permanently?

Do you plan to stay in South Africa permanently?
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Appendix C: Semi-Structured Interview for the Villagers

Dear Sir/Madam, my name is Avuyile Maselwa. I am a student at Rhodes University in
Grahamstown. I am doing research on the relationship between Somali spaza operators and the
villagers around Cofimvaba. I am conducting this survey as part of my Master’s dissertation. The
purpose of this study is purely an academic one and I will appreciate your honest and sincere
responses to the questions below. All information will be treated with the strictest level of

confidentiality. No names of persons and or business will be mentioned in our report.

1. Age?

Language?

What is your highest level of education?

Are you employed, if yes what is your occupation?
Which village are you from?

How do you identify Somali spaza operators in the villages?

S A R S

Do you know which country of origin other foreign nationals (that are not Somali) in the village

are from?

8. How often do you shop at your local spaza?

9. What do you purchase at the spaza?

10. How much money do you spend at the Somali spaza on a monthly basis?

11. Are there any local owned spazas?

12. What is the difference between locally-owned (even those that closed) and Somali owned
spazas?

13. How often do you go to Cofimvaba to do your shopping?

14. What is your view on the relationship you have with Somali spaza operators?

15. What is your level of interaction with the Somali spaza operators?

16. Are you happy with the presence of Somali spaza operators in the villages?

17. Are the Somali spaza operators welcome in the villages around Cofimvaba?
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