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Abstract 

Xenophobia has been one of the central occupations of academicians, civil society organizations, 

and governments around the world. The concept ‘xenophobia’ denotes fear of strangers, 

discrimination, and intolerance towards those who societies view as different. This paper sees 

xenophobia as threatening peace in selected societies around the world. It links the existence of 

xenophobia to several factors ranging from the nature of man; extreme nationalism, failed 

leadership, stereotypes, intolerance, genocide, metaphors, discrimination, unwillingness to 

embrace globalization, and pursuit of individual interests, among others. The paper adopts a 

political theory approach to show the various phases in the usage and development of the 

concept ‘xenophobia’. The main argument is that whatever form it takes, xenophobia has 

undermined the search for peace in specific societies. It is suggested that there is a need for each 

subsystem to play its rightful role within the system for peace to be attained. The way forward is 

for individuals to be guided by what Rousseau refers to as the ‘general will’ as opposed to the 

pursuit of ‘individual will’ that is selfish. The governor, the government, and the governed 

should follow the law and embrace the principle of good neighbourliness. In the absence of law, 

as noted by Aristotle, ‘man is a beast’.     
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Introduction 

‘There is no limit to man’s bad behaviour provided they can get away with it’ Thomas Hobbes. 

‘For without law, man is a beast' Aristotle. 

Xenophobia has its origin from two Latin words ‘Xeno’ meaning foreign and ‘phobia' that 

denotes fear. It is the fear of foreigners or strangers based on the inaccurate perception of other 

members of society. Fear by the locals ignores the cardinal rule of good neighbourliness, as was 

propagated by St. Aquinas (1974). It creates a dichotomous society of ‘us’ versus ‘them’. The 

distinction provides a rich germinating ground for anarchy and violence. It typically involves the 

belief that there is a conflict between an individual’s in-group and out-group.  

Hjerm (2009) and Orenstein (1985) defined xenophobia as that excessive fear, dislike, and 

hostility towards anything that is 'foreign'. It is that fright, and even panic towards anybody from 

outside one's own social group, nation, or country. It is therefore safe to summarize it as a 

rejection of ‘foreigners.    

This article focuses on the probabilistic character of the relationship between xenophobia and 

societal security. It is hypothesized that the higher the incidences of xenophobia the higher the 

probability that peace will not be sustainable in society. The point made is that xenophobia 

negatively informs security. It is in line with this that the article suggests ways through which the 

issue of xenophobia can be addressed with a view to enhancing human security.  

Xenophobia: An Understanding 

It is worth noting that the concept of Xenophobia did not feature in the classical and medieval 

political theory. But this is not to say that it did not exist. History reveals that Xenophobia has 

been with humankind since time immemorial. The various phases of history show that 

xenophobia has taken various forms that include, but are not limited to: - 

● Persecution of strangers. 

● Religious intolerance that targets those perceived to be different. 

● Discrimination. 

● Non-preservation of the rights of foreigners. 

● Targeted destruction of properties of immigrants. 

● Inciting indigenous people against the alien community, and 

● Practicing politics of exclusion, among others.  

 

From the above, it is clear to see that Xenophobia is not a new concept and continues to evolve 

over time. The difference only lies in the form that contemporary xenophobia has taken.   

The common denominator is fear of those who appear to be ‘different’ and the unwillingness to 

adapt to change, in the era of globalization and good neighbourliness. Xenophobia is a threat to 
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world peace and security. The ‘fear of strangers’ undermines the very foundation upon which a 

liberal and democratic society is built.  

Xenophobia goes against Rawls’ (1971) principle of justice that propagates equal rights to all 

persons and extensive liberties to all. Regardless of an individual's socioeconomic status, we all 

have a moral obligation to follow the principle of 'good neighbourliness; 'do unto others as thou 

would like to do unto thy self’. To Rawls therefore, individuals are equal and free.  

The same line of arguments comes through in the works of St. Aquinas who equated good 

neighbourliness with the search for truth. It is only when the government and society promote 

good neighbourliness that peace prevails. When society or government fails to promote this, 

there is a lacuna that manifests itself through anarchy, intolerance, fear, and xenophobia. 

Both the government and society, ideally, exist to preserve individual rights. Both are guarantors 

of individual liberty. Arguably, the existence of xenophobia is a limitation on the authority of 

both. In other words, it shows failure, unwillingness, or reluctance by the two to recognize and 

shield the private rights of the individual. 

It is Locke (1989) who posited that the cardinal responsibility of government is the protection of 

property at both the individual and national level. Property, as used here refers to life, and that 

are acquired by the individual. The individual should therefore be protected by the government 

in the enjoyment of acquired property. Any government that fails to guarantee security must 

cease to exist. Locke (1989) believed the commonwealth (society) has the responsibility to ‘pray 

for a revolution’ wherever the government fails to guarantee security for its people. The 

consequence of government action or inaction is persecution and intolerance; explained in terms 

of xenophobia.  

In his work ‘On Liberty’, Mill (2008), an early libertarian, argued that the individual should be 

left free to pursue that which makes them happy. The state/society should not interfere with that 

freedom. But while the individual is free to pursue that which makes them happy, it should not 

be at the expense of others liberty or freedom. In other words, no government has a right to 

interfere with the individual under the right circumstances.  

The individual is free from society and government if they engage in self-regarding conduct. But 

if the individual disregards the happiness of others in the pursuit of selfish ends, then society and 

government can intervene. This is not to stop the individual in pursuit of their own happiness, but 

to protect harm to others. The individual decides their destiny based on free will; lower and 

higher pleasures of life. In pursuit of these pleasures, the individual is not free to harm another; 

otherwise, the individual is sovereign. 

It is the responsibility of the state to support individuals who pursue higher pleasures of life. 

Such high pleasure includes scientific endeavours, educational discourse, and research. On the 

contrary, those individuals who pursue lower pleasures such as money, wealth, and power, 
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should be discouraged. It is the lower pleasures that anchor insecurity and anarchy in society. To 

Mill, therefore, those actions that promote happiness are right, while those that promote pain are 

wrong. Living in harmony with one another promotes happiness, while xenophobia, 

discrimination, and intolerance promote pain.  

Mill’s point is that individual liberty should be always protected. But there are times when the 

government will interfere with individual liberty, though on rare occasions. The government may 

interfere with this individual liberty to prevent harm to others. The constitution allows the 

government to have power over the individual. It regulates an individual action if it is harmful to 

society. 

If an action is damaging to self and self alone, then the government is not justified to interfere. It 

is not the responsibility of the government to create a moral individual. For illustrative purpose, 

the following apply. There is nothing wrong with listening to loud music if you derive pleasure 

from it. But, if the loud music interferes with the neighbour’s peace, then it is wrong, and the 

government should step in. There is nothing wrong with being unkempt, but, if it interferes with 

the rights of others then it is wrong. There is nothing wrong with driving your car at break-neck 

speeds, but if it threatens the lives of other road users, then it is wrong. There is nothing wrong 

with belonging to a sect provided the actions of that sect do not injure that of others.  

Locke (2010), just like Mill before him argued that there was nothing wrong with accumulating 

wealth. The accumulation of wealth only becomes wrong when it hurts the ability of others to 

partake in the enjoyment of the same. To Locke, an individual must only aggregate that which is 

commensurate with their needs. Primitive accumulation of wealth is hoarding, which creates pain 

in others. The point is that liberty is not absolute. Discrimination and intolerance cause pain and 

harm to others and therefore should not be tolerated. Government action, in such a case, should 

be directed to the preservation of societal rights and property. It is the mandate of the 

government to subdue any form of harassment, discrimination, and xenophobia.   

Xenophobia, and other forms of discrimination, undermines the value of equal rights to all. It 

goes against the norm of Aristotle’s aphorism that human beings are social animals guided by 

rationality. It is rationality that makes it possible to distinguish between right and wrong. As was 

postulated by Socrates, the difference between right and wrong is what makes a society just or 

unjust. Individuals should always choose well over evil, irrespective of the majority position. 

The fact that some individuals/ societies embrace xenophobia does not make their action right. 

What is right is right, regardless of the majority’s opinion.  

From the above, we can infer that peace in society is only possible if all men and women apply a 

minimum level of rationality and reason, which enables them to know the difference between 

right and wrong. The manifestation of xenophobia is an indication of the absence of rationality. 

When society fails to educate its members on the principles of virtue and temperance, the 

consequence is xenophobia.    
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A History of Xenophobia: Conceptualization 

In its long history, the concept ‘xenophobia’ has acquired diverse meanings, referring to 

historical circumstances as well as to different ideas. A history of xenophobia is a tale of its 

invention, propagation, interpretation, and reinterpretation. Clearly, the realities of societies have 

repeatedly changed its use and application. Xenophobia, therefore, has taken the form of 

Intolerance, religious intolerance, violence towards strangers, exclusive communities, anti-

immigrant rallies and laws, unreasonableness, and misinformation. Also, it has been associated 

with scaremongering, stereotypes, innuendos, incitement, and extremism, among others.  

The diverse meanings accorded the concept of xenophobia within different historical epochs are 

evident. Through inductive logic we agree with the aphorism: If it looks like a duck, swims like a 

duck, and quacks like a duck, then it is probably a duck. Xenophobia has been and is still with us 

for the foreseeable future.  

In ancient Greece, for, example xenophobia was justified. It manifested itself through class 

distinctions or what was popularly referred to as division of labour. The division of labour was a 

form of discrimination. Society was divided into various strata with each performing a specific 

function based on its ability, as prescribed by society. Those who were most qualified were 

assigned heavier responsibilities, as opposed to the masses that were at the bottom of the societal 

hierarchy. It is this structured society that formed a basis for conflict between the different 

classes. 

The idea of fearing those who are ‘different’ are to be found in the works of classical and modern 

political thinkers. In the earliest democratic societies like Athens, Greece, those perceived as 

different were persecuted and prosecuted. The society justified slavery and rationalized the 

discrimination of the non-propertied, and those who could not comprehend arithmetic. Women 

were also treated as second-class citizens. The paternalistic nature of society meant that the 

responsibility of government was in the hands of men, who exercised political power. The less 

privileged group was treated with disdain by the controlling elite, who believed that most people 

are not wise enough to choose for themselves what is right (Plato, 1955). 

With time, political exclusion was replaced by religious intolerance. The early Church and the 

state were one. The consequence was state religion with the state being the Church and the 

Church being the state. The fusion was contrary to the political theory of Machiavelli who 

believed that the Church and the state should be separate. The coming together of the two meant 

that the state was ‘entering the business of monitoring morality’, a preserve of the Church. The 

state not only prescribed the form of worship but also decided on the type of sacrifices made to 

God. Any group that did not worship in the agreed manner were persecuted, no security for their 

lives and property. This is aptly captured in the works of St. Augustine of Hippo (1948), who 

advocated for the punishment of those who went against state religion. He even suggested that 
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the state was not obligated to protect the life and the property of those who did not worship as 

per the state instructions.  

The rebellious, such as the Circumcellions, Heretics, and Donatists, were considered as outcasts. 

Their sin was that they did not conform to the culture of their society.  Instead of them 

worshipping as arranged by the state they opted for their own gods.  

The point above is that the state appreciated the ‘pure’ and associated with those who were 

conformists. Xenophobia was justified against the ‘sinners’ who were subjected to force. It is this 

subjective state that led Locke to argue for tolerance in society. The state was failing in its role of 

providing security to all. The selective application of security meant that it is only the ‘puritans’ 

(Catholics) who enjoyed state protection.  

In his ‘Letter Concerning Toleration’, Locke (1963) argues for a paradigm shift. Those who are 

intolerant of others, namely Catholics and Atheists, are the ones who should be condemned by 

society and the state for promoting negative beliefs. There is a need for society to encourage and 

tolerate dissenting views, for peace and security to prevail.    

St Aquinas (1974) dismissed democracy based on its discriminative nature. To him, democracy 

was a form of popular power in which the masses (those with limited rationality), by the sheer 

force of numbers oppress the rich. St. Aquinas, just like Aristotle before him, saw democracy as 

a form of tyranny that encouraged intolerance towards the few rich. It is this ‘unreasonableness’ 

towards the rich that provided the impetus for the French revolution of 1789 where an estimated 

40,000 people (mainly the rich) lost their lives. The rich were declared 'strangers' in their own 

land and the only language applicable to them was that of violence. For the poor, there was a 

need for an inclusive society built on the platform of ‘sameness’ and equity. Those seen as 

different, such as the educated and propertied, were not welcomed as members of society. 

Marx’s (1867) biggest contribution to political theory was dialectical materialism. His 

philosophy was that of class and class struggle, where the development of society was not only 

uni-linear (following a predictable straight path) but was only possible through violence. The 

overthrow of one class and its replacement with another as society moved towards an egalitarian 

society is a necessary ingredient of development. For the required change to occur in society 

there must be inherent contradictions within society that are manifested through hostility 

between the two dominant classes. This hostility between classes is economically determined, 

with the more dominant class appropriating and exploiting the labour value of the less dominant.  

In other words, it is economic consciousness that makes an individual/ group aware of their 

social position. Conflict becomes an inevitable condition for change from one historical epoch to 

another. This change is driven by a ‘pathological hatred’ for those who do not belong to their 

social group. More significantly is that the emancipation of the oppressed class (working class) 

can only be possible through low wages that lead to economic consciousness about their 

deprived conditions.  
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In exploring his theory, it can be argued that Marx promoted 'fear of those who are different from 

you’. It is this fear that makes us argue that his philosophy of economic determinism was a form 

of xenophobia. It is such philosophies that have motivated workers to rise against immigrants. 

For they view this group as a threat to their livelihood and well-being. It is fear of the ‘privileged 

class’ that provided the stimulus for the violent takeover of governments. There are cases of such 

occurrences in the history of France (French Revolution) and the United Soviet Socialist 

Republic (execution of the Tsar family). 

Similarly, the bloody xenophobic revolt in Algeria during the decolonization process was 

informed by a fear of the white man. Fanon (1961), a leading emancipation theorist, believed the 

white man is not only evil but likes to see the other races, particularly Africans, in pain. He 

accused the French colonialists of dehumanizing the African. Therefore, the African is 

psychologically unstable that contributes to insomnia.  

Given the advantageous position of the colonialists in terms of strength and organization, it 

becomes necessary to disorient the ‘master’. His solution is that the liberation of the subjugated 

race is always a violent process that involves the total replacement of one species of men by 

another species of men. Fanon through this aversion justifies violence ‘as the only language that 

the white man understands. He suggests that as the colonialist celebrates the African's lack of 

sleep, the African must use their 'sleeplessness' to their advantage; spend their time sharpening 

their sword for a final and violent assault on the colonizer. It is such xenophobic language that 

made the Algerian liberation struggle to be one of the most violent in history.     

Linking Xenophobia and Security 

On the Nature of Man 

Hobbes (1968) argued that man is a passionate creature. All of man’s actions are determined 

primarily by desire and secondarily by reason. The import of this is that man’s passion for war 

and anarchy are strong but it is the fear of the consequence of war that makes man seek peace. 

Society can only be safe and peaceful if there is an external guarantee. This external guarantee is 

the Leviathan state (an effective government) that contextualizes man’s behaviour so that peace 

prevails. The government exists to give as much security to the individual. It is in man’s interest 

to conform to rules for their own survival, especially those laws created by the state. In other 

words, the individual will obey laws and procedures if there is a threat to self-preservation.  

In the absence of a strong state (Leviathan) the individual will not find it necessary to obey rules, 

leading to anarchy. Anarchy and xenophobia are two sides of the same coin. Its existence is an 

indication of the failed authority of the state. Failed authority makes it easier for the individual 

and society to go back to the Hobbesian state of nature that was akin to ‘survival for the fittest’. 

Rousseau (1968) focused on laying down conditions for a healthier, peaceful, secure, and 

responsive society. The society that Rousseau designed was structured on the general will. He, 
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therefore, made a clear distinction between the general will and personal will. To Rousseau, each 

pursues individual will, but, for the preservation of society, all should act for the benefit of 

society through the general will. Individuals will aim at personal growth while the general will 

focuses on the public good. The general will rests on enlightenment; it is not built on suspicion, 

hate, xenophobia, the metaphysical or violence.   

The general will is propelled by the realization that the benefits accrued from its will far 

outweigh the costs involved. It involves following the laws of society that aim at the creation of 

equality and justice. On the contrary, the individual will is selfish and aims only at a primitive 

accumulation of wealth and power.  

In a secure state, the will of all conforms to the general will. State and individuals work hard to 

obey and protect the general will. In an unhealthy state characterized by the individual will, not 

all work for the preservation of the general will. There are no shared values or views. It is 'each 

for themselves', with no point of convergence. This frictional relationship causes insecurity that 

takes the form of xenophobia, presenting as discrimination and fear of others. 

The supreme authority should not be divided. It is the responsibility of the state to keep society 

laws. Every individual ought to endeavour for peace. It needs to be clear to the individual that 

their rights are intertwined with the rights of others. The guide to society is ‘Do not do to 

another, which thou wouldest not done to thyself’.  

Hobbes appositely captured the cardinal rule of society. He argued that peace prevails in society 

when man observes certain rules in his dealings with other men, based on the realization that 

there are sufficient grounds that they will do so i.e., respect my rights I respect yours too.  

Cicero looked at law as balancing social, economic, and political power. Laws represent the 

good and all should adhe re to it. Law is the reason that enables the individual to do that which is 

right while protecting rights and property. Law ensures that no individual suffers discrimination, 

intolerance, violence based on their being ‘different’.  

But, what happens when the government/ leaders who are supposed to uphold the law promote 

xenophobia?  

Failed Leadership 

According to systems theorists such as Easton (1953), Levy (1952) and Mitrany (1975), society 

consists of many sub-systems. Each sub-system performs very specific functions for the 

betterment of the whole. The interdependence of the parts means that if one component within 

the system is compromised then the whole system malfunctions. One of the underlying 

assumptions of the systems theory is that society is guided by a set of rules, procedures, 

regulations, and principles that must be observed by all members of society for the survivability 

of the system.   
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Leaders are an important part of the system and therefore bear great responsibility. As was 

illustrated by Almond and Powell (1966), leaders are like rings in a car engine:  

‘If the rings of a car erode the car ‘burns oil’ the functioning of the other aspects of the 

system deteriorates and the power of the car declines’ (1966: 46). 

According to Beer and Ulam (1968); 

‘The survival and the maintenance of a social system require that the society must be 

having a well-functioning economic system, a legal system, a system of values, and so on. 

A political system would appear as that subsystem performing the functions of goal 

attainment for the society of which it is part' (1968: 23).    

The whole idea is that leaders perform a crucial function for society acting as both a centripetal 

and centrifugal force. Leaders are a pole around which societal interests converge. They provide 

solutions to the many problems that society faces. But what happens to society when leaders, 

through errors of omission or commission fail to unify society? 

Many cases suffice that show leaders engaging in promoting xenophobia through aggressive 

nationalism. Germany under Adolf Hitler has been used as a reference point in the study of 

xenophobia. Hitler engaged in extreme nationalism and anti-Semitism that aimed at getting rid of 

any race or person that was not ‘pure German’. A lot of resources were spent on research in the 

name of coming up with a perfect Aryan clan, which would drive the German nation forward 

through cut-throat precision and technology.  

Jews faced sinister stereotypes and negative character traits. According to Hitler, Germany 

would only move forward in terms of realizing its vision, if all ‘impurities’ were destroyed. What 

followed was the attempted extermination of the Jewish race during the Second World War 

where an estimated six million Jews lost their lives during the holocaust. The consequences of 

Nazism are still with us. Segregated development and fear of immigrants is the order of the day 

in Germany. According to Germany Sociology Journalist News (2019), many Germans think of 

the Polish people as ‘deadbeat, alcoholic and Catholic narcissist, naïve and submissive’ 

(https://rmx.news/article). The Pole immigrant in Germany is a subject of hate based on 

metaphors. 

The so-called Brexit was largely driven by the ‘fear factor of strangers and immigrants. Boris 

Johnson, Theresa May, and David Cameron, who led the call for Britain leaving the European 

Union were passionate about making ‘Britain great again,’ by fortifying their borders to keep 

foreigners/ strangers out. To such leaders, all the problems that Britain faced as a society in terms 

of unemployment, crime, and drug abuse were because of ‘strangers’ invading Britain.  

As a way of addressing the immigrant issue the British government has come up with policies 

that discriminate against ‘foreigners’ that include but are not limited to;  

https://rmx.news/article
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● Not allowing those who earn less than 25,600 pounds per year to be residents. 

● Discriminating against semi-skilled and unskilled labourers. 

● Stringent entry requirements, and 

● Denial of work permits, among others.  

 

The former United States’ president has also been accused of using anti-immigrant slogans to 

add impetus to his 2020 presidential re-election bid against his democratic opponent Joe Biden. 

In October 2020 he was reported as renewing his call for the USA to keep out immigrants. To 

him, the USA is not what it should be and the solution lays in not electing the Democratic 

challenger Joe Biden. Doing this would release a ‘flood of criminal immigrants’ into the country 

(Sunday Nation October 18, 2020:32, The Standard, October 18, 2020: 34).  

Such emotional and instinctive statements from a leader of a superpower are not good for the 

collective effort of keeping the society and the world secure. It is such that has led to the death of 

many innocent people the world over. 

The migrant community has also been accused by the locals of creating housing shortages and 

diluting the healthcare system. During campaigns for Brexit, the then United Kingdom Prime 

Minister was in 2015 quoted as using derogatory words to describe immigrants who were finding 

their way to the UK to look for better economic opportunities. To him, ‘swarms of migrants were 

crossing the Mediterranean to seek a better life in Britain’ (www.bbc.com). It is not surprising 

that such language use led to higher rates of hate crime towards the ‘less privileged’ Eastern 

Europeans. Paradoxically, leaders forget that some of the most technologically advanced parts of 

the United Kingdom such as Liverpool and Manchester were built on the back of migrants.   

The same applies to the United States of America under the former president. He, in 2016 

campaigned on a platform of “making America great again’. His campaigns were largely 

premised on ‘Islamophobia’ and hatred of Islam; promising the electorate that he would 

guarantee that no Muslim would be allowed to enter the United States of America. To Trump 

and his supporters, this was the way to go in terms of bringing prosperity to the USA (www-

washingtonpost-com).  

This is a case of failed leadership that is anchored on populism. Refusing to address the issue the 

way it is supposed to be, and instead, engaging in escapism. Immigrants leave their homes due to 

developmental challenges. They ‘flee’ due to natural disasters, political and economic 

persecution that makes them search for greener pastures. Regardless of the reasons offered for 

migration, immigrants have been instrumental in the development of Europe and by extension 

the Americas (Masolo, 1994; Rodney, 1973). In fact, the development and industrialization 

witnessed in some cities such as Liverpool and Manchester in the United Kingdom, and Seville 

in Spain are attributable to the cheap labour that was provided by immigrants.  

https://www-washingtonpost-com.cdn.ampproject.org/
https://www-washingtonpost-com.cdn.ampproject.org/
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Africa has also had its fair share of xenophobia. In 1971, Idi Amin Dada took over the reins of 

power through a military coup in Uganda. To consolidate power, he embarked on a hate 

campaign that targeted Uganda’s Asian minorities. Amin painted the Asians as the sole cause of 

Uganda’s underdevelopment, unemployment, and poverty. He accused the Asians of exploiting, 

humiliating, and subjugating the indigenous population. Amin preyed on the helplessness and 

vulnerability of the masses who were disillusioned by President Milton Obote’s misrule and 

were yet to ‘see the fruits of independence’. Through misinformation and incitement, he was able 

to get the support needed to order the August 1972 expulsion of Uganda’s Asian minority. An 

estimated 50,000 Ugandan Asians were expelled from Uganda and their properties destroyed or 

forcibly taken over by the ruling elite (www-adamsmith-org).  

The government of Uganda under Amin failed to provide security to its citizens. The state had 

failed to recognize that property rights are synonymous with innovation and entrepreneurship. 

Instead of providing security for its citizens, it was promoting the politics of 'us-versus-them'. 

The consequence was economic stagnation and insecurity that are evident to-date. 

Uganda is a classic example of the nexus between xenophobia and bad leadership. It is a case of 

the leader's attitude and belief system creating an environment that is conducive to hate. A 

situation where radicalism from above infects the masses that are below. Plato emphasized the 

self-regulating virtues of a leader. It is the duty of leaders to resolve the different goals and 

aspirations of individuals in mutually beneficial ways.  

It is the leader who guides the citizens to avoid extreme choices that threaten peace in society. 

Xenophobia is an extreme choice. As advised by Aristotle, it is only when we pursue the middle 

path that we have virtue, temperance, and justice. The leader should have the said qualities if 

society is to progress. When the leader does not perform as expected, then anarchy is the order of 

the day.    

It is the careless talk by leaders, who ideally should know better, that makes immigrants objects 

of hate, intolerance, and even death. We have seen the consequences in South Africa over the 

recent past. Some of the documented cases are as recent as 2019 and 2020. In South Africa, it is 

more of ‘African-phobia'; hating, attacking, maiming, and killing those who resemble and look 

like you (indigenous), but historically are from a different region.  

The xenophobic attacks aimed at fellow Africans are founded on very flimsy grounds that border 

on the ridiculous “They are taking our women and jobs; they are drug peddlers; they are not 

truth-full” are some of the quoted reasons. Note the generalizations and stereotypes that drive the 

narrative of xenophobia thus justifying the use of violence against immigrants.    

The hate towards Romas (Gypsies) in Europe also follows a similar pattern. This form of 

discrimination is particularly evident in the Western parts of Europe that are considered more 

developed. The Romas have been labelled as beggars and dirty, with some Europeans corrupting 
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history and associating them with Africa. Attacks and racism against these people have in some 

cases attracted international attention.   

In 2001 there was the United Nations NGO Forum titled ‘World Conference against Racism' 

held in South Africa. One of the main declarations and programs of action, was on the Roma 

who were seen as a people who were more 'sinned against than sinning’, to borrow a phrase 

from Shakespeare’s tragedy King Lear. The Conference called for the protection and guaranteed 

collective rights of the Roma people through adequate representation in international, regional, 

and intergovernmental organizations (2001: 65-66). Although not much has been achieved for 

them in terms of increased representation at all levels of governance, this was a main step 

towards the right direction. At least the problem of the Roma had reached the global platform 

and there were calls to protect their rights.   

Criminality and Xenophobia 

Some have tried to justify xenophobia along the lines of ‘the hosted engaging in criminality’. 

This thinking has informed the actions of the host community towards the immigrants. Nigerians 

have, for example, been accused of ‘taking over streets’ in Hillbrow, Johannesburg, and turning 

them into drug dens. All manner of crime in Hillbrow has wrongfully been linked to ‘the high 

number of Nigerians’. Unfortunately, the government of South Africa has perpetuated this 

narrative to the detriment of the immigrant community. In the 2019 xenophobic attacks in South 

Africa, the Nigerian immigrant community was the most affected. Their businesses were 

targeted, and lives lost. This led to a diplomatic row between the two countries. It led to reprisal 

attacks where Nigerians targeted South African businesses culminating in the closure of the 

South African embassy in Nigeria.  

Like in South Africa, the former US presidents’ administration has associated all forms of the 

drug trade with Mexicans. This has informed the administration policy towards Mexico leading 

to diplomatic spats between Washington and Mexico City. To him, building a wall along the 

common border would insulate the USA from the 'Mexico-induced American drug problem’. 

This might be furthest from the truth, for the USA drug problem is more complex than Mexico.  

The point being made is that nothing would justify the hate and intolerance that informs 

xenophobia. There are better ways for governments and communities to handle societal 

differences than to engage in scaremongering and incitement to violence. A way forward is for 

the government to enforce the law. Ensure that all are equal before the law and that there is a 

consequence to disobedience. Instead of profiling a whole immigrant community, there should 

be targeted prosecution of the criminal elements.  

 

A New Dawn: The Corona Virus  
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The year 2020 has marked another unfortunate ‘milestone’ in the spread of xenophobia globally. 

In February and March 2020 there were reported cases of a mysterious virus whose origin and 

cure were unknown; Corona Virus/ Covid-19. While there is a consensus that the virus emanated 

from China, it was the response to it that surprised many. 

Instead of the world coming together to fight the Virus, it was pulling apart by engaging in 

blame-games. The Americans accused the Chinese of ‘manufacturing the Virus in their 

laboratories,’ while the Chinese blamed the American soldiers for spreading it when they visited 

Wuhan. More important to this article was the ill-treatment of Africans by the Chinese in 

Guangzhou in the name of fighting the ‘African spread’ of the various. Africans were removed 

from their apartments and made to sleep in the streets. In retaliation, many African countries 

reported targeted attacks, both verbal and physical, of Chinese nationals with accusations that 

they were intentionally spreading the Virus. Similarly, many European nations blamed Italy and 

the Philippines for spreading the Virus. Such does not augur well for world peace. 

Socialization and Xenophobia 

Political sociologists Almond and Verba (1963) argue that the individual is but a reflection of the 

environment. The traits, norms, perspectives, and values of an individual are dependent on their 

orientation by society. The values are developed over time and become embedded in the people. 

It is the process of socialization, namely the family, schooling system, media, and government 

that set ideas about issues. The reactions to the issues are emotional; if the environment is 

characterized by hate, stigmatization, and violence, then it is highly probable that the individual 

will acquire and practice the same. 

The family is an important agent of socialization. It plays a crucial role in shaping the 

perspective of the individual, thereby determining the socio-political choices that they make. 

Unfortunately, the family is the pole around which stereotypes, and generalizations are most 

evident. Notably, the family is not associated with objective knowledge. Any individual who 

does not go beyond family in search of truth will end up being 'unfit' for society. Such an 

individual will be more predisposed to suspicion and fear of that which is not familiar. The 

individual will expend most of their energy defending, fighting, and insulating their identity to 

the disadvantage of the public good. 

Individuals who are not exposed to other cultures are more likely to engage in ethno-nationalism 

and xenophobic attacks. They see others as a threat to their existence and, therefore, resort to 

violence to self-preserve. White (2009) looks at the Rwanda genocide of 1994 as a case of 

xenophobia. He links the genocide to the socialization process that involves attributing 

undesirable biological and physical features to those who are different.  

The Hutu are described in derogatory terms as short, broad-chested, short-nosed, and dark in 

complexion. The Tutsi, on the other, hand are tall and of light skin. The implication of this is that 

one race (Tutsi) is superior to the other (Hutu). To White therefore, the Rwanda case shows that 
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‘Institutional arrangements are designed not only to award preferential treatment to the dominant 

group but also to maintain one group’s supremacy over another’ (2009: 471). It is this system of 

racism that may be used to explain the Rwanda genocide of 1994. The then Rwanda government, 

under Hutu leadership, organized and directed the extermination of over 800,000 Tutsi and 

moderate Hutu. This is not to forget the hateful messages that were used to incite Hutus against 

the Tutsi. As Ndahiro (2019) puts it:  

‘The radio station RTLM, allied with leaders of the government, had been inciting 

Hutus against the Tutsi minority, repeatedly describing the latter as inyenzi, or 

“cockroaches”, and as inzoka, or “snakes.” …the promoters of genocide used 

other metaphors to turn people against their neighbours. Hutus, by reputation, 

are shorter than Tutsis; radio broadcasters also urged Hutus to “cut down the 

trees.’(amp-theatlantic-com.)  

The Rwanda case is special in that it shows that with the right policies there can be reconciliation 

in a divided society. Under the leadership of Paul Kagame, we have seen a deconstruction of the 

ideology of genocide and a concerted policy of inclusivity. It has led to relative peace in a 

country that for many years was synonymous with ethnic tension and bloodshed.      

Addressing Xenophobia: Way Forward 

The following rules apply: 

● Need to recognize that all are born free and equal. 

● Adhere to the rule of law. 

● Outlaw aggressive nationalism for it is barbaric and anti-unity.  

● Embrace the positives associated with globalization such as deemphasizing national 

boundaries and reference to the world as a ‘global village’;  

● Denouncing leaders and political parties driven by extreme agenda. Instead, pursue the 

middle path of reconciliation and good neighbourliness. 

● Leaders should be philosopher-kings and act as a unifying force. People of temperance, 

vision, and moderation. 

● Appreciate richness in diversity that built the United States of America and Europe. 

● Denounce Islamaphobia, African-phobia, ant-Semitism, and Xenophobia. 

● The state should protect all, for that is its mandate. Any state that fails in its responsibility 

of protecting life and property must cease to exist. 

● Do away with ridiculous immigration laws that perpetuate the xenophobia. 
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