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Surviving in Hostile Grounds: Transmigrants in Johannesburg 

ABSTRACT: 

Urban immigrants worldwide use different strategies in their host communities to fend for themselves. Becoming a transmigrants, and dealing in small trading and business activities including those marginal to the law appear to be popular survival strategies.  As migrants live their lives across international boundaries, they cultivate strong backward linkages with their home countries. Elsewhere, they are termed transmigrants. This paper presents as part of a marginalized class the experiences of Cameroonian and Nigerian migrants, by examining their socio-economic survival strategies in Johannesburg. ‘West-a-phobia’ is used in the article to describe the negative perception, the resultant fear, discrimination and xenophobic hostility towards these immigrants in South Africa. Based on qualitative analysis from some 112 questionnaires, observations and in-depth interviews with Cameroonian and Nigerian immigrants, this paper illustrates how marginalized immigrants live their lives in South Africa and their home countries, and engage in different economic activities as a way of surviving away from home. Findings suggest that, despite ‘West-a-phobia’, immigrants still survive in their host and home countries largely because they are transmigrants and small business dealers. 

Introduction 
Studies in South Africa have shown African immigrants as victims of discrimination and xenophobia (McDonald et al. 1999, 1998; Rogerson, 1997a; Peberdy and Rogerson, 2002; Peberdy, 1999; Peberdy and Crush, 1998). Although xenophobia has been variously defined (Everett et al. 1999; Linder, 1994; Boehnke et al. 1998; Prince El Hassan, 2001; Heckmann, 2001; Mujica, 2002), this paper defines it as a deep hatred and fear of strangers due to ignorance and lack of information about foreigners resulting to hostility and negative consequences. Immigrants in this study suffer from police and civil harassments, are denied civil, social and political rights, lack and/or are provided with inappropriate documentation and, cannot school and work in South Africa. The concern of this paper is to explore the effects of xenophobia and discrimination of West Africans in South Africa, represented here by Cameroonian and Nigerian immigrants in Johannesburg. This paper argues that because of xenophobia some immigrants have become transmigrants, while others have engaged in small business activities including those marginal to the law. 

General consensus supports the view that immigrants’ predicaments derived from xenophobic hostility prevent them from opportunities that could benefit them and their family members in their home countries. The negative perceptions, the resultant fear, discrimination and xenophobic hostility towards a significant percentage of West African immigrants in South Africa will be termed ‘West-a-phobia’ (hereafter ‘West-a-phobia’). This paper presents a consequence of West-a-phobia as a state where immigrants are forced to look for various strategies to survive in their host and home countries. Notable strategies observed in this study include, becoming transmigrants and/or engaging in various kinds of money generating activities.  
Their recourse to residing in large concentration in places like Hillbrow is equally a survival measure that more often than not guarantees their security as an endangered group. Through their struggles and consequent economic successes and gains, many of these immigrants are able to send remittances to their home countries. 
This paper presents immigrants in this study as transmigrants who live their lives in South Africa and their home countries. Schiller and Fouron (1999) observe that transnational migrants live their lives across international boundaries and cultivate strong backward linkages with their home countries. Schiller et al, (1992: 48) define transmigrants as “the simultaneous embeddedness in more than one society”. According to Schiller (1999) transmigrants are migrants who enjoy the benefits of participating in the Socio-economic process of two or more states. This paper, first examines West African concentration in Hillbrow, a consequence of ‘West-a-phobia’, and the resultant economic benefits derived from such concentration. The second section presents immigrants as transmigrants who live their lives in South Africa and their home countries. In the third section, the paper examines immigrants’ trading activities and the resultant benefits. Before discussing the study area and it resultant benefits to immigrants in the study, it is important to first examine the marginalization effects of the South African Affirmative Action Policy.  
The Role of Affirmative Action    

The South African Affirmative Action adds to discrimination and xenophobia to prevent most West African immigrants from formal employment in the country (Sikhosana, 1996; Singh, 1996; Herholdt and Marx, 1999). This paper coins these cumulative problems facing some West African immigrants in the country as West-a-phobia. The problem of West-a-phobia appears to go beyond race, to myths like, ‘West Africans steal jobs away from South Africans’, ‘crime perpetrators’, ‘drug dealers’, and ‘carriers of diseases’. These misperceptions sometimes reflect in job adverts with phrases like “A South African ID required,” “A South African driver’s license is required,” “Must be able to speak one national language,” and/or “only for South Africans”. Sowell (1981) warns that misperceptions about immigrants might impact on immigrants as well as the economy in very interesting ways. “Because I am not working, I will do anything to get money” was a response from an immigrant when asked what his survival strategies were. Interestingly, in South Africa, immigrants from East and Western European countries enjoy better privileges and are less affected by the South African Affirmative Action than those immigrants from sub-Saharan Africa especially West Africa. While affirmative action policy gives priority to nationals ahead of foreigners, Crosby and Clayton (1990) argue that affirmative action policy should be temporal rather than permanent, aimed at eliminating racial and sexual inequality within the population. If permanent as it appears to be in South Africa, Crosby and Clayton (1999: 61) argue that: “negative effects on expectancies and behaviors” can occur within the marginalized groups. As a major guiding principle for employment in South Africa (Herholdt and Marx, 1999; Sikhosana, 1996), certain groups including West Africans in the country have been effectively marginalized. But, and because of the need to survive, immigrants in the study engaged themselves in small business activities including those marginal to the law.  

Study Area 

This research was conducted in Hillbrow and its surrounding neighborhoods in Johannesburg. Hillbrow was selected as the study area because of a number of reasons. First, Hillbrow has distinct ethnic groups, races, nationalities, with a commercial potential that attract many immigrants, and its location at the heart of Johannesburg, a ‘world city’, commands a strategic position in South Africa (Rogerson 1996; Rogerson 1997b). Second, Hillbrow’s historical transition from an all-white neighbourhood to a predominately black neighbourhood (Morris 1999), and of recent to a West African stronghold (Petkou, 2005), creates a good venue to study transmigrants and understand how they survive and cope with ‘West-a-phobia’. Third, studies have shown that the majority of West Africans entering the country for the first time often establish a base in Hillbrow (Petkou, 2005) hence; their concentration in Hillbrow favours a study of this nature, and provides potential for a broad spectrum of interactions with West Africans. Finally, few in-depth studies have been done on West African transmigrants particularly in Hillbrow. Previous research by Morris (1999) focuses on the historical transition of the neighbourhood from 1977 to 1992, exploring its transformation from an ‘all-white’ to an essentially black neighbourhood. This paper examines a different period in the social history of Hillbrow. This period attempts to cover 1992 to 2008, when West Africans penetrated the neighborhood, and transformed it to a West African stronghold. 

Methodology

The broad spectrum of this research necessitated the need for diverse research methodologies. Amongst the techniques used were open-ended questionnaires, in-depth interviews and observations. Combinations of different techniques were used so that the strengths of each can support the weaknesses of the other. The analysis was more qualitative than quantitative because of the difficulties in collecting data on certain immigrant activities beyond the margin of the law. Similar research works have noted the difficulties of conducting and using quantitative methods for research on criminal networks and activities (Shaw, 2001; MacGaffey and Ganga, 2000). The argument is: “people are naturally very wary of discussing activities that can land them in trouble with the police” (MacGaffey and Ganga, 2000: 25). Fortunately, being a West African, the question of trust and insecurity was not much of a problem. Some 112 opened-ended questionnaires focused on immigrants’ survival strategies, and how they take advantage of ‘West-a-phobia’ for economic gains were administered face-to-face to Cameroonians (N= 72) and Nigerians (N= 40) living in Hillbrow and surrounding areas. Snowball sampling was used to facilitate the identification of respondents; a technique which helped penetrated the complex West African networks in the study areas. MacGaffey and Ganga (2000: 24) note that it “is the best method for research on activities outside the law”. Finally, my knowledge about West African communities and their activities was an invaluable advantage for conducting this research. I observed, participated and discussed with immigrants about their lifestyle in Internet cafes, telephone booths, hair-dressing salons, fruits and vegetable shops, bars and restaurants, and in their homes. The discussions were all centered on ‘West-a-phobia’, transmigration, survival strategies and activities marginal to the law.
West African Concentration in Hilbrow: A West African Strong Hold 

The immigrants in this study concentrate in Hillbrow, reside near each other, engage in frequent common interactions, and are formally unemployed
. Interviews conducted show that 93% of Cameroonians and 95% of Nigerians were unemployed. Only 7% of Cameroonians and 5% of Nigerians were formally employed. The results further show that the majority of immigrants have at least attended some form of formal schooling or skills development, while others have upgraded their educational status and/or acquired new skills in South Africa. Studies by Groot (2004) highlight the educational potential and skill levels of refugees in South Africa. In a similar vein, Kihato and Landau (2006) argue that migrants have skills and disproportionately higher levels of technical and academic qualifications needed to survive in cities. Nonetheless, most immigrants in the study remain unemployed, and are thus forced to reside in Hillbrow and surrounding areas. How immigrants benefit from their concentration in Hillbrow, ‘a neighbourhood of contrast’ (Morris, 1996), is this section’s focus.

From interviews conducted with immigrants, the general belief is that better educational qualification, and/or upgrading of skills/education will create better opportunities for employment in South Africa. In practical situation, it is not the case. Immigrants’ chances of getting employment in the country remained bleak and obscured. A Cameroonian immigrant explained why he was rejected for a post as a store assistant: “I showed them my papers, he asked for my ID and I showed him my Ngunda
, when he realized that I am not a South African, he asked me if I can speak any of the South African languages which he knows very well I can’t”. This study observes that immigrants’ unemployment status, a result of ‘West-a-phobia’, contributes to their concentration in Hillbrow a relatively cheaper neighbourhood in the Johannesburg metropolis. Despite the odds of staying in a neighbourhood like Hillbrow
 (Morris, 1996; Leggett, 1998, Dispatch, 1999), some of the study immigrants claim it is to their own advantage. One immigrant expressed his preference for Hillbrow in the following words: “For someone who is not working, Hillbrow is the best because you can share accommodation and the rent is not bad”. This study observes that Hillbrow continues to attract many Cameroonian and Nigerian immigrants largely because of the resultant advantages and benefits. Previous research by Morris (1996) highlights some of the benefits of living in Hillbrow. According to Morris (1996), immigrants feel comfortable with one another, prefer associating with fellow compatriots, more especially as the neighbourhood had established herself as an unrestricted area for any one who could stay but bear the risks. 
Interviews with immigrants suggest that low cost of living in Hillbrow contributes to their economic successes in the country. The study’s findings show that immigrants are able to afford rooms, accumulate capital to start businesses and send remittances to their home countries. According to one immigrant: “I cannot afford to stay in more affluent neighborhoods like Sandton and Rosebank, but the good thing about Hillbrow is that, I can save money to start a business or help my family”. The commercial potential of Hillbrow also provides immigrants with certain benefits. Hillbrow’s ethnic diversity for example, allows for a large formal and informal market of which immigrants take advantage to start small business activities. In addition, the relatively underdeveloped informal sector during the apartheid years (Rogerson, 1996; 1997b), especially in Hillbrow, has today been replaced with a well networked and organized informal sector largely dominated by marginalized immigrants. The commercial potential and the ethnic configuration of Hillbrow give immigrants the advantages of starting business activities and establish ethnic-niches for different ethnic population groups. The presence of relatives and friends, immigrant networks through which borrowing and cheap ethnic-labour can be got are other benefits enjoyed by immigrants staying in the neighbourhood. Data results show strong personal ties amongst the study immigrants, and play important roles in their business and financial transactions. Discussions with immigrants suggest that personal ties help immigrants cope with risks, reassure confidence, guarantee security, sustain family links, ensure the smooth transfer of remittances and facilitate business transactions. Further investigations suggest that personal ties ensure the continuity of imported ethnic supplies, easy access to venture capital, beat any form of competition, and increase the number of ethnic customers attracted to immigrants’ businesses. It is not of concern here, to delve into the how and why personal ties benefit the study immigrants as it would be deviating from the study focus. The succeeding section presents the study immigrants as transmigrants who live their lives in South Africa and their home countries.       
From Asylum-Seekers to Transmigrants
Study results show that the majority of immigrants in the study entered South Africa in the early and mid 1990s as asylum seekers, today most of them are transmigrants. Schiller et al (1992) define transmigrants as Persons who live their lives across borders, developing social, familial, economic and religious networks that incorporate them into two or more states (see also Crush and McDonald, 2002). Based on Schiller’s (1999a), definition, the immigrants under study enjoy the benefits of participating in the socio-economic process of South Africa and their respective home countries. Looking at the transnational thesis, a jig-saw fit was observed in an attempt to measure and explore the appropriateness of the study immigrants with the features of transnationalism. 

Features of Transnationalism   
Scholars of transnational thesis have identified five major characteristics of transnationalism (Portes et al, 1999; Crush and McDonald, 2002), which when compared with the study immigrants supports the transnational thesis. First, amongst transmigrants, there is a high frequency and intensity of exchange, diverse modes of transaction, and multiplicity of activities that lead to travel and contacts (Portes et al., 1999), 
This study found that immigrants travel to their home countries and back, which involves an increasingly high intensity of exchange of goods between South Africa and their home countries. Electronic goods such as cell phones, computers, audio and visual appliances and other electrical appliances are transported to immigrants’ home countries, and in return bring ethnic goods such as foodstuff, beauty products, clothing, music and related cultures to South Africa. Second, transnational activities are tied into the expansion and internationalization of capitalist production (Portes et al, 1999; Crush and McDonald, 2002). The argument sees the increase demand for cheap labor in the north, facilitated by improvement in communication and technology, especially in menial jobs in the service sectors of urban areas as lead causes attracting Southern workers to economies of urban North. Portes et al (1999: 227) note that, “It is this thick web of regular and instantaneous communication and travel that we encounter today that differentiates transnationalism from the otherwise ad-hoc and less frequent back and forth movement of migrants of the past”. Even though this study shows an opposite direction of mainstream migration from West Africa to down South (South Africa), the postulated South–North flow of migrants is synonymous with movements from less developed to more developed regions. Study results show 59% of immigrants came to South Africa for economic gains and only 43% had plans to study. Discussions with immigrants suggest the relatively developed nature of South Africa compared to Cameroon or Nigeria as a pull factors for immigrating into South Africa. Findings also show that unlike traditional migrants, the study immigrants make frequent trips to their home countries with 65% of the study immigrants claiming they visit their home countries at least twice a year. Other push-factors observe in the study which influence immigrants’ immigration into South Africa include; Regional and political instability, Communication and technological advances, Economic and humanitarian crises, Socio-cultural factors (family pride), Adventurous spirits, Proximity, Pioneer immigrant population in South Africa, Red tapes involve in traveling to Europe and the United States (see also Petkou, 2005). Third, transnationalism should be interpreted as new ways of understanding and interpreting migrants’ identities. The argument is, traditional migrants would abandon their identities and adopt new ones, what Crush and McDonald (2002: 9-10) described as “casting of the old and absorbing the new”. This is best explained by the assimilation hypothesis. Transnationalism has rendered such hypothesis anachronistic. For transnational migrants, identity is one of hybridity in which they take on multiple identities, including a combination of home and host countries. Transnational migrants understand that successes in host country depend on preserving their identity and adopting new ones, not abandoning their home identity (socio-cultural and linguistic traits).The present study observed that hybrid identities are created in different ways. Immigrants in the study maintain ties with their home country, send remittances, consume home and South African culture
, export South African culture to their countries, visit their home countries, and maintain strong backward linkages supported by improved communication and technological advances in South Africa. Schiller and Fouron (2001:3) note that when immigrants retained such ties: “they defy the widespread assumption in the US that immigrants are uprooted people who leave behind home and country to transplant themselves in a new terrain”. Based on the cumulative theory of transnational migration, the fourth feature of transnationalism considers migration as an interactive process that becomes increasingly independent of the conditions that caused it (Massey et al, 1994; 1998). This feature fits the study immigrants when considering their knowledge, experiences, social contacts, interactions, networks, and their changing asylum motives. Findings show that immigrants prefer a work permit or a permanent resident with the sole intension of making financial gains in South Africa. To achieve these, the immigrants adopt different strategies to integrate themselves in South Africa. Amongst these strategies include, living in Hillbrow a vibrant neighborhood with a pioneer immigrant population which supports informal and other non-formal activities. Finally, new cultural strategies of adaptation, the sheer size and diversity of migrants’ communities, new technologies of communication and transportation offer new modes of resistance to exploitation and discrimination of migrants. The study results show that xenophobia, affirmative action policy, and discrimination have forced migrants to set up their own social order. Immigrants in the study resist xenophobia, discrimination and exploitation in many ways. They adapt to the socio-cultural modes
 in South Africa, engage in small business activities
 and those outside the margins of the law
. These strategies are examined in later sections in the paper.   
Trading as a Last Resort

Unemployment stands distinct as one of South Africa’s biggest social problems, which affects the majority of the population. Amongst the victims of unemployment, West African immigrants seem to be the worst hit. To fight this social ill, immigrants engage in trading and other business activities. Interviews with immigrants suggest profit maximization as their ultimate goal. Findings further show that immigrant business owners who based their transactions on the basis of more accurate assessments of immigrants gain a competitive advantage over the majority of South Africans who are more blinded by prejudice. Entrepreneurial members of immigrants’ communities in the study take advantage for economic gains by employing and managing qualified but discriminated immigrants. For these immigrants their ultimate goal is profit maximization. Interviews suggest and attribute the successes of immigrants’ fruit and vegetable shops, Internet cafes, restaurants and beauty shops to the above facts. Sowell (1981) observes similarly with Italian and Mexican American businessmen and in South Africa Shaw (2001) and Petkou (2005) present immigrants’ networks and employment strategies as basis for immigrants’ business success stories.   

Rogerson (1997a) attributes the West African enterprising and competitive qualities only to better education compared to immigrants from the SADC
 region. For Kihato and Landau (2006), urban background and travel experiences provide immigrants with necessary skills and knowledge to elude state regulations. This study does not tend to confirm with Rogerson’s (1997a) views. Interviews conducted for this study suggest that education is only a secondary factor and that the enterprising and competitive qualities of West African immigrants are results of ‘West-a-phobia’ and discrimination in the job market not just because of their educational and/or travel experiences. A Cameroonian immigrant explained how he became a cell-phone dealer in Johannesburg in the following words: “In 2000 when I came to South Africa, it was impossible to work or study so I decided to start a cell-phone business. I was determined to make it and that is why I own my own shop where I repair, retail and sell cell-phone accessories”. MacGaffey and Ganga (2000) use cultural theory
 to explain business success stories of Congolese traders in Paris, attributing such successes to long history of trading, engaging in particular ethnic goods, and the socio-cultural statuses attached to trading. This study, interviews suggest that immigrants take-up small business activities including those marginal to the law because they are marginalized and excluded from their host communities. In this study, immigrants’ involvement in small business activities is best explained with ‘The disadvantage theory’
 . The following example below will show why the disadvantage theory explains the position of the study migrants 
The study’s findings show that 56% of the immigrants were previously employed in their home countries, and 44% were unemployed. Of the 56% previously employed, 50% of Cameroonians were teachers and 70.6% of Nigerians were attorneys. None of the previously employed immigrants earned below 500 Rands. Up to 52% of Cameroonians and 41% of Nigerians earned between 500 Rands and 1000 Rands, and 1100 Rands and 1500 Rands respectively. Discussions with immigrants show preferences to continue in a similar job or get better-paid jobs in South Africa than engaging in small business activities. An immigrant tuck-shop owner explains further: “I was a professional teacher in Cameroon but because I don’t have a teaching or any other better job, I have to open this shop to sustain my family.” The majority of immigrants in the study explained similarly, noting that lack of jobs give them little option outside engaging in small business ventures. The succeeding section examines some immigrant business activities and trade.      

Restaurants and Bars

West African eating and drinking houses are well-established units which provide consumption services, ethnic goods, and economic livelihood for some immigrants.

This study’s findings show that West African bars and restaurants are meeting places to enjoy camaraderie, gather information about host and home countries, create employment opportunities for ethnic immigrants, as well as supply ethnic-specific goods to immigrant population. Studies elsewhere have established immigrant entrepreneurs as major immigrant employers and suppliers of ethnic foodstuffs (Foner, 1987a, 1987b; Stafford 1987; Wong 1987). Similarly in this study, Piccadilly Center (restaurant/bar) in Yeoville
 employs and attracts many West African immigrants. Elsewhere, Douglas (1987: 4) argues, “Drinking is essentially a social act, performed in a recognized social context” and Heath (1987: 35) confirms that“…some of the bars which are almost exclusively frequented by Indians serve a variety of informational and adaptive functions for clients who have recently migrated to the city”.  

This study findings show that workers in Piccadilly Bar are newly-arrived immigrants, considered as cheap ethnic but reliable labour force. For immigrants, working in Piccadilly bar mean employment, security and the benefits of social cohesion within their community. Bayart (1999: 32) argues: “like other forms of capital, social capital is productive, making possible the achievement of certain ends that could not be attainable in its absence”. Findings show that immigrants work for free, but in return, get free food and accommodation as compensation. Elsewhere, Gold (1992: 126) notes: “…recent arrivals bond together to shared social and economic support. In so doing, they developed a unique identity and way of life”. While the details of West African identity are not of concern here, it is in effect to support Schiller’s (1999a: 205) argument that: “The process of constructing and making identity requires material goods”. The nature and how West African identities are formed in South Africa is subject to further research. 

Clothing, Beauty Products and Electronics

Ethnic goods, particularly traditional outfits, are sold in West African bars and restaurants in Hillbrow. Occasionally, immigrants bring imported and ethnic clothing, shoes electronics, and locally produced beauty products for sale to other immigrants. Friedman (1990: 314) observes similarly that immigrants’ families send ethnic goods for sale in South Africa with the sole intension of maximizing profits (see also  Shaw, 2001) 
Hairdressing and Beauty Salons

Hairdressing and beauty salons are common immigrant business activities in Hillbrow. This business activity according to immigrants is a ‘cheap to start’, and an easier means of starting owned-business. “All you need is a shaving machine, a car battery and a chair” was the reply of one immigrant when asked about the cost of starting a business like his. Studies elsewhere have noted lack of initial capital as a problem for business expansion (Gold 1992; Portes and Manning 1986; Kim 1981; Light, 1980; 1984). In this study, initial capital to start up a business was not so much of a problem. Hairdressing and beauty salons start along the streets or by the side of buildings and car batteries are used to generate electricity. With time, and when enough money is saved, a permanent place will be established with a compatriot willing to start a dressing/beauty salon for women and/or a mini-shop. Business integration amongst immigrants is a common strategy for profit maximization. Interviews with immigrants suggest that minimizing cost of renting the business premises is the main reason for business integration. (see also, Gold 1992; Kim 1981; Light 1972; Light and Bonacich 1988; Portes and Manning 1986). Interviews with immigrants show that business integration and concentration in particular locations facilitate easy exchange of information, access to ethnic sources of credits, ethnic working materials and ethnic labour. It is established elsewhere that highly concentrated immigrant population tends to be more successful in small business activities than diffused immigrant populations (Kim 1981; Light 1972; Light and Bonacich 1988; Portes and Manning 1986). 
Internet Café and Phone Booths

Internet cafés and phone booths are common business activities of the study immigrants. This study observed that internet cafes and phone booths are meeting points for immigrants, provide and act as sources of income as well as medium for maintaining ties with home countries. Elsewhere in Europe, MacGaffey and Ganga (2000) observe similarly and argue that Internet cafes and phone booths help strengthen contacts and trade between immigrants and suppliers back home. Interview results indicate that immigrant owners of Internet cafés and phone booths rely mainly on their business ventures since it generates huge profits. In the words of one immigrant: “I think I am fine, I enjoy and like my business because I can pay my workers, I feed my family, pay my rents and sometimes I send money home”.      

The study also observes that internet cafés and phone booths also contribute in facilitating criminal activities. Rapid technological changes such as the internet and mobile phones have provided immigrants with huge opportunities for activities in both the legal and criminal economy. Discussions of some contested boundaries follow below 

Contesting Boundaries: Surviving Outside the Law

‘West-a-phobia’, a product of ‘post-apartheid State formation’ appears to contribute to West African activities outside the margins of the law. Shaw (2001) traces and blames the origin of West African criminal networks in Southern Africa on corruption of state functionaries, rapid technological changes and the collapse of the nation state. Kihato and Landau (2006) argue that migrants’ search for autonomy from state efforts at regulation end up as part of the uncaptured urbanite. While immigrant criminal activities are not limited to the uncaptured urbanite, the argument here is that immigrants are forced into criminality largely even though not entirely to ‘West-a-phobia’. While there is no crime free-society, the disturbing aspect of crime in South Africa is the violent nature of the crime itself. The senseless or rather purposeless killings, rape and sodomy of children, women and the elderly, car hijack, house-breaking amongst others are hardly ever associated with West Africans. West African immigrants who get involved in crime are often associated with what might be called ‘intellectual crime”. Called so because, they locate and trick their victims in a nonviolent but intelligent manner. It is also important to note that the majority of West Africans often identified as “drug-dealers” never knew anything about narcotics until their arrival in South Africa when many of them in their struggles to fend for themselves got recruited by indigenous drug dealers who were mostly white barons to help market such drugs in the streets of Hillbrow.          

 Different sociological views: strain
, interactionist
, radical
 and control
, best explained the causes of crime in society. But in South Africa the situation is unique with complex combinations of different sociological explanations. Such complexity of crime in South Africa appears to explain why the country has become a target of major international crime syndicates, and an attractive location for money laundering and sophisticated fraud (Ellis, 1999). More often these ills and odds are blamed on West Africans in South Africa. A Functionalist theorist like Durkheim (1996) for example, points out that crime is caused by increasing social strains which are inevitable, normal and ever increasing. Foucault (1977) notes that tighter and more meticulous law can result to increasing numbers of offenders. While the causes of crime in South Africa are not of concern here, it however highlight on why some immigrants engage in activities outside the margins of the law. Findings suggest that criminal activities are survival options for discriminated and unemployed immigrants. Elsewhere, they are resistance practices common amongst the poor and the politically powerless (MacGaffey and Ganga 2000); while others think it’s a ‘weapon’ of the poor (Scott 1985, 1987, 1990). In this study, immigrants use terms like, ‘bush-faller’
, and ‘Cam-air
’, to symbolize and justify their lifestyle geared at profit maximization. Similarly, immigrants in Paris use metaphors like ‘debrouiller
’ ‘l’aventure
’ and ‘to fend for oneself’ to justify their actions (MacGaffey and Ganga, 2000). Metaphors and idioms symbolize a way of life geared towards self-realization and gratification, and are descriptions for improving oneself irrespective of the price (MacGaffey and Ganga, 2000). Immigrants contest boundaries for self realization  
Taxes and Custom Duties 

Shaw (2001) argues that West African criminal groups without specific corporate structure or hierarchy are classic examples of criminal networks. While this is not to deny the existence of highly structured West African criminal networks in South Africa, the focus is more on loose immigrant networks and suggestive of their effectiveness in illegal business transactions.  Taxes and custom duties are legal boundaries transgressed by West African immigrants.  Immigrants selling ethnic goods, and/or exporting goods from South Africa, evade the payment of custom duties and related taxes. Hibou (1999: 81) argues:
Customs evasions or smuggling, then, cannot be considered in isolation as an activity which is simply illegal or criminal, but is better seen as one among a larger variety of techniques designed to exploit opportunities offered by the state and to gain access to the profits generated by operating between the local and international sectors.
Immigrants’ connections and networks facilitate the transgression of taxes. Interview reports show that immigrants bring ethnic goods for sale in South Africa.  To evade the payment of custom duties/taxes, the goods are declared as personal property and when they are sold, immigrants maximize profits. According to an immigrant, “When we bring or they send us foodstuff from home we use our connections to clear the goods and when we sell them we make reasonable profits”. 

Identification Papers 

Shaw (2001) highlights on the West Africans involvement in theft and forgery of travel and identity document across Southern African, while Hibou (1999: 102-113) presents a snapshot of the great deception and the economy of dirty tricks in the West African sub-region. For Hibou: “False documents are a Nigerian specialty…” (Hibou,1999: 102-103). Whatever the case, interviews suggest that false identification papers are only possible with the assistance of some officials. An immigrant interpreter in the Department of Home Affairs (DHA) remarked: “the money I charge doesn’t go into my pocket; it’s for the boss, I only get a percentage”. Shaw (2001: 8) observes similarly about false documentation: “it involves the cooperation and payment of state officials”. Interviews suggest that ‘West-a-phobia’ and the state’s attempts to restructure post-apartheid South Africa are among the reasons why immigrants transgress legal boundaries. For the studied immigrants’ transgressing boundaries protect them from power based on coercion. One immigrant for example noted: “If they refused to give you asylum paper, what else can you do? Fake one or buy one to avoid police harassment”. 

In redefining the South African nation, West African immigrants have been marginalized. Although ‘West-a-phobia’ explains the why, malpractices in some state institutions explain the how. Findings for example exposed a number of malpractices of some state officials and institutions. Amongst others, they include refusal to issue necessary documentation, delays to issue documentation, refusal to attend to immigrants, misplacing files of immigrants, disregarding their documentation and victimization. While incompetence on the part of state officials and institutions might account for some of the reasons, interview results suggest ‘West-a-phobia’ as the overriding factor. 
Unlicensed Taxi Drivers and Drivers’ Licenses

Immigrants skip boundaries by using faked driving licenses or operate as unlicensed taxi drivers. Privileged immigrants who own cars and/or are driving in the country are either using driver’s licenses from their home countries, or bogus ones. Based on the interview materials, a total of 12.5% and 42.5% of Cameroonians and Nigerians respectively owned and/or are driving cars. Of these totals, 55.6% of Cameroonians and 35.3% of Nigerians are using the South African driver’s license, and 44.4% of Cameroonians and 64.7% of Nigerians are using driver’s licenses from their home countries. Sources from the South African Department of transport, affirmed that a foreign driver’s license may be exchanged for a South African driver’s license if it is valid, and accompanied with letter of validity from the relevant embassy. Less that 10% of the study immigrants had validity letters from their embassies and up to 25% of immigrants driving were using expired driver’s license. Responding to how they manage with expired or faked driver’s licenses one immigrant said: “we bribe traffic cops”. Difficulties in obtaining a South African driver’s license account for why immigrants use fake and/or expired licenses or those from their home countries. The process of obtaining a South African drivers license is not only expensive but cumbersome. It involves writing a learner’s test, obtaining a learner’s driver’s license; attend a driving school for at least thirty lessons (an hour for each lesson), a driving test, and a South African identity document. All of these stages involve huge amounts of money. According to immigrants in the study, the time, requirements and money involve prevent them from getting a South African driver’s license. Interviews with a number of immigrants suggest that these difficulties are major reasons why they use fake licenses.  

Apart from using faked or expired driver’s licenses some immigrants use their cars to provide taxi services to compatriots. For the immigrant community, it is cheaper and convenient compared to formal taxi services. Activities of unlicensed taxi drivers involve carrying compatriots to and from the airport, picking up newly arrived immigrants, taking compatriots to the city and shopping centers for business transactions. On immigrants’ special occasions, they transport compatriots and goods to and from such occasions. Illegal taxi drivers benefit from these activities especially as they enjoy a monopoly over immigrant communities, can negotiate cost and, an understanding can always be reached between the immigrant and the immigrant driver. Other activities marginal to the law are discussed below. 
Illicit Financial Transaction and Money Laundering: Feymen and 419

Feymen  

Immigrants transgress boundaries of financial transactions to make fast money. Advanced fee fraud and Black dollar scam (as popularly known), are common tricks and have gained international recognition especially with West Africans. Shaw (2001) argues that West Africans are well known for these kinds of criminal activities. In Cameroon for example, confidence tricksters in money transactions are popularly known as ‘Feymen
’. They are widely admired and imitated by young Cameroonians amidst ‘conspiracy theory’ that Jean Fochive former head of the security service protects them (Hibou, 1999). Beliefs that Feymen enjoy elites’ protection have gained this illicit activity wide popularity amongst Cameroonians nationally and internationally. Feymen are believed to be mystic men, who use supernatural powers to acquire money from their victims. Of course, in reality they simply trick their victims in an assuring way, carrying out fraudulent activities, and financial deceptions in a manner that is nonviolent and somewhat ‘intellectual’, with assuring authenticity. Hibou (1999: 105) argues that: “Feymen have become widely admired models for the young, among whom trickery is seen as a noble form of activities, and deception, a national sport”. 
419  

An in-depth discussion with a Nigerian
 scholar explained the genesis of 419 in Nigeria. According to this Nigerian, ‘419’ is actually a military decree made popular through the sanitizing efforts of the military duo of General Muhamadu Buhari and Tunde Idiagbon who usurped political power from democratically elected President Shehu Shagari’s National Party of Nigeria (NPN) on the 31st of December 1983. As a decree, ‘419’ frowns seriously on, and panelizes anyone involved in what is called O.B.T (Obtaining by Tricks). The origin of O.B.T goes back to pre-colonial times but especially brought to Africa by colonial administrators who appointed ‘warrant chiefs’ and forced autochthonous Africans into ‘signing away’ their land and natural inheritances in the Nigeria of early 1980s. OBT was generally associated with the influx of Lebanese businessmen and contractors who tricked the federal and many provincial governments into awarding them lucrative contracts for roads, airports, seaports and housing constructions. As part of their business acumen, these contractors managed to persuade politicians into paying what they called ‘Mobilization Fee” of about 15% to 25% of the estimated total cost of the projects. These fees usually ran into several millions of the local Nigerian Naira, which was at the time far stronger in value than the US Dollar. Following the assumption of Power of the military junta in January 1984, many of the Lebanese contractors were expelled from the country, but the noise made about OBT became a catalyst of its own. Ordinary unemployed people who knew nothing about OBT soon started trying their luck especially following the period of economic depression in the country so painfully remembered by Nigerians as IMF- imposed ‘Structural Adjustment Programme’.
Today in Nigeria, illicit money transaction is known as ‘419. Hibou (1999:104) notes that: ‘419’ “flourish in Nigeria” and such practices have become survival strategies for some West African immigrants in South Africa. Shaw (2001: 11) argues that its quality of approach vary from the impressive to the ludicrous, and their popularity in the sub-region, has made Feymen and 419 fraudsters youth models who have adapted these practices into Europe, America, Asia and of recent South Africa. In South Africa, because of west-a-phobia some immigrants have become ‘Feymen’ and ‘419’ tricksters which in its own right benefits them financially.  

Conclusion
To conclude, it is worth noting that the daily lives of the immigrants in the study depend on multiple and constant interconnections across international borders, with configured identities based on the realities in South Africa and their home countries. Due to increasing levels of xenophobia in South Africa, more and more immigrants are becoming transmigrants to guarantee their survival as well as those of their family members at home. As observed: “Discrimination in Labour markets whether anticipated or perceptual discrimination creates additional incentives for self-employment including owner-operated businesses” (Sowell, 1981: 61). Activities outside the margins of the law by discriminated immigrants are not uncommon. The case of Congolese immigrants in Paris (Congo Paris) and Nigerians in Hillbrow (Leggett, 1998) are well established and documented. For some immigrants, these activities are resistance practices for the marginalized while for others it is just a weapon of the poor. These practices call for the reconsideration of issues around immigration policies and the treatment of immigrants in South Africa. However, this is not to say that South Africa was a crime free society, since evidence abound that there are more horrendous crimes by South Africans. The economic potentials of immigrants in the country can be exploited to the benefits of the South African economy if immigrants are provided with documentation, allowed to study and given employment in South Africa. By so doing, will reduce the rate of immigrants’ activities beyond the margins of the law. 
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End-Notes

� Dressing, hairstyle, food, music, gestures


�Dressing, hairstyles, gestures, make SA friends, etc. 


�Shops, beauty salon, street vendors, internet cafes, telephone booths. 


�Operating illegal taxi businesses, evade taxes and custom duties, and engage in illegal financial and banking activities.





�People within the economically active population who want to work, are available to start work and have taken active steps to look for work but are unable to find work (Statistics South AFRICA, 2006)  


� A nickname of the Temporary Permit issued by the Department of Home Affairs to asylum seekers in South Africa 


� See also Petkou (2005) illustrations of how Cameroonians and Nigerians are stigmatized as criminals and drug dealers. 


�Southern African Development Community 


� Certain ethnic groups such as Jews, Chinese possess cultural attributes that encourages and facilitates their participation in business activities. Access to raise capital from cultural institutions, family Labour, and economic cooperation are all contributing factors for such attributes (Light, 1980; 1984).


�Certain immigrants and minority groups engaged into small business because they are disadvantaged in the general Labour market due to discrimination and other cultural deprivation (Light, 1980; 1984).  





� A neighborhood near Hillbrow in Johannesburg South Africa 


� Theories that place emphasis on the ‘structure’ of society, noting that crime is caused by increasing social strain


� Theories that place emphasis on the ‘truly social’ aspects of society, noting crime is a result of negative labeling. 


� Marxist view, and explains crime as being the result of capital greed


� Theories that use a common sense explanation of crime, emphasizing on social policy, the criminal justice system and social institutions, and see crime as the effects of weakening social control   


� One who has traveled to another country in search for greener pastures


� Cameroon AirLines, but metaphorically used to mean Cameroonians abroad


� Fighting for your own survival even if it means engaging in unlawful activities


� Going for adventure in a different country in search for greener pastures


� Cameroonian tricksters and money launders operating in illicit money transactions


�A Nigerian lecturer, researching in Witwatersrand University, for a doctoral degree at the time of writing this paper. 


 





