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business here because in Zimbabwe things are not working. There is no money in 

Zimbabwe. But if money becomes available, I will go. 

Makanaka introduces another dimension of home as involving trauma. Home can thus 

be defined not just as a place of comfort, but as fantastical assemblages that include 

tales of ghosts, the dead and horrors of the past. Trauma denotes a “negative inability 

to effectively deal with a past sad event” (Legg, 2004:102). Legg further describes 

trauma as the strength of a wound and truth of memory. Mallet (2004:72) argues that 

the characterisation of home as an “idealized, romanticized and even nostalgic notion, 

is at odds with reality of people’s lived experiences”. While other respondents equate 

home with familiarity and comfort, Makanaka rejects that idea and shows us that for the 

traumatically haunted, they can be homeless at home. Staeheli and Nagel (2006:1599) 

note that home can be “a site of contradictions as it conjures feelings of safety and 

belonging, but can be a site of violence, alienation and oppression”. Makanaka’s 

narrative shows that “fear, danger and insecurity are not necessarily located in the 

outside world” (Mallet, 2004:72).  

 When she came to South Africa, their house was destroyed during Operation 

Murambatsvina which I discussed in chapter three. Her mother used to work for a white 

commercial farmer and was also displaced during the fast track land reform. During the 

land reform process, farm workers were considered allies of commercial farmers and 

the opposition party MDC. Therefore they  became victims of brutal treatment of the 

ruling party militia and war veterans. The way in which land reform and Operation 

Murambatsvina occurred left a permanent mark in her understanding of Zimbabwe as 

home. These two programs were violent in nature. Operation Murambatsvina was brutal 

and received widespread condemnation both internally and externally (Masunungure, 

2010). It displaced over 700 000 people. It was so vicious that locals referred to it as 

Zimbabwe’s Tsunami following the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami that caused so much 

devastation.  

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/ 
 



182 
 
 

 

 

 More so, she highlights that without opportunities to make money, it is worthless to 

conceive the idea of home as she will die of hunger. She will not just go back for the 

sake of Zimbabwe being home. The unavailability of money in Zimbabwe is not just a 

lack of business opportunities, but the lack of cash itself which is impacting businesses. 

The daily life in Zimbabwe is characterised by extreme cash shortages, fuel shortages 

and non availability of running water amongst other services. LeyCevantes and 

Duyvendak (2017) argue that the potentiality of a place to be called home depends on 

achieving some sense of control over it and imbue it with meaning if it incorporates 

some elements that satisfy personal needs and preferences at a given point in time.  

Wellington who is an air brakes technician is one of them. He said since he left 

Zimbabwe, he had never visited . However, he has a daughter who was completing high 

school in Zimbabwe. He said “I do not think I will. I do not intend to, and I do not want. I 

went through hell in Zimbabwe. I won’t go back”. These experiences shows how the 

political and economic conditions created a society “traumatized by fear, withdrawal and 

collective depression based on memories of violence, intimidation, harassment and 

hyperinflation” (Sachikonye, 2011: xvii). 

9.7. Transnational ways of belonging  

Transnational ways of belonging do not stand for the territorialisation of belonging, but 

“for increasingly plural, multiple forms of belonging in the receiving society as well as 

the place left behind” (Antonsich, 2010: 644). In this case, the imagination of home as a 

space of permanency has become “an elusive commodity; the metaphorical home of 

distance geography is constructed as home, at the same time, and the current 

geography stands as a monument - an archive for immigrant experience” (Silva, 2009: 

696).  Nyasha sees both, South Africa and Zimbabwe as homes. He said: 

For me home has always been Zimbabwe because this is a foreign land. But now I 

am here, this is where I am working this is home. I used to have that mind-set that 
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I will start to take care of myself properly when I get home. That is wrong.Where 

you are right now is home. ……treat yourself like a king because where you are 

right now is home. Yes we need to build our houses in Zimbabwe. You need to 

have a contingency plan. When you travel right now to home, where do you arrive 

at? That is home yes, but if you’re here, this is home. 

This case is also interesting because Nyasha suggested that to be homeless is to be in 

a place where you cannot take care of yourself properly. He also suggested that home 

is a moment and work can be home.  Nyasha also signifies that a house in Zimbabwe 

remains  a signifier of home. Nyasha’s argument of taking care of oneself  like a king is 

a response to how some Zimbabweans would rather live in informal settlements in 

South Africa, buying second hand property while at the same time building good houses 

in Zimbabweans cities and sending new household property there. However, when 

engaging in simultaneity, migrants are caught between here and there, a condition of 

liminality with divided geographies, sociographies, cultural identities, or a psychological 

space of undecided personal identity and belonging (David Ip, 2011) 

Nyasha here highlights the “double consciousness” of being (Walsh, 2006), on the need 

to balance investing in Zimbabwe and in South Africa. On a similar note, Johannes also 

explains his transnational belonging as follows:  

 I belong to Zimbabwe but at the moment I belong to South Africa because that is 

where everything is happening for me. I have properties in Zimbabwe. I have 

recently acquired a piece of land in Zimbabwe where I would like to build in future 

if all works out. Right now I am exploring business opportunities back home. I am 

just waiting for elections to take place. 

While acknowledging that he belongs to Zimbabwe, Johannes highlights that where his 

business is situated is where he currently belongs. However, to him, home remains 

Zimbabwe, where he has acquired some property and is looking forward to further  

investments there.  He also highlights that home can be speculative in that he was 

waiting for elections to take place in considering the future security of his investments. 
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Chapter four discussed the nexus between disputed elections and economic instability 

in Zimbabwe. The July 2018 elections were disputed even though ZANU PF candidate 

Emmerson Mnangagwa was declared winner by the courts. Since the elections, 

relations between ZANU PF and MDC have reached extreme levels of polarisation with 

the former using the security apparatus of the state to suppress opposition. As a result, 

inflation rates which had remained below 10 percent from 2009 to 2018 was 756 

percent by June 2020. The inflation is rising monthly in hundreds and the coronavirus 

pandemic will further worsen the situation. At the same time, services such as water, 

electricity, even cash itself are extremely scarce.  

9.8. Performative way of belonging 

The use of a transnational lens to look at ideas about home enables researchers to 

explore not only ideological claims to belonging, but also practices in which home is 

maintained. In the above sections, participants discussed home mainly based on the 

perception that the concept relates to one’s place of origin, but home can also be a lived 

experience outside the country of origin. Mallet (2004:67) notes that analysis of home 

should not be just about “what people think about home, but on practice, that it is the 

diverse ways people do to feel at home”. Thus belonging can be “performed, displayed 

and enacted through individual and collective practices” (Antonsich, 2010:652). Skrbis 

et al (2007:262) note that belonging can be “enacted, displayed, paraded, exaggerated, 

and frequently articulated in the jargon of essentialism or ethnicity”.  

 Mand (2004:275) argues that a central focus in literature on transnationalism and 

diaspora is on “migrant ideas of and practices of recreating and maintaining home and a 

concomitant sense of belonging”. This can be specific practices relating to specific 

social and cultural spaces, which link individual and collective behaviour and are crucial 

for the construction and reproduction of identity narratives and constructions of 

attachment. Levvit and Schiller (2004:1010) refer to this as “ways of belonging which 
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are practices that signal or enact an identity which demonstrates a particular group”. 

Vervotec (1999) argues that an emphasis on home enables researchers to explore 

ideological claims of belonging alongside practices through which migrants maintain ties 

to the country of origin.  

On the evening of 26 May 2018, Zimbabwean entrepreneurs gathered at J and J 

Belmont Conference Centre in Rondebosch, in Cape Town, for the fourth edition of the 

Zimbabwe Excellence Awards. The ceremony started with the singing of the Zimbabwe 

National Anthem followed by the South African National Anthem. The categories of the 

awards were female entrepreneur of the year, male entrepreneur of the year, upcoming 

young business person of the year, and business person of the year. The nominees for 

these awards were announced on the Zimbabwe Excellence Awards Facebook page in 

April 2018, and a short biography of each nominee was published on the site, giving 

people an opportunity to read through before choosing who to vote for, using an 

electronic voting system. The guest of honor at the event was then Zimbabwe Consul 

General in Cape Town, Mr Mugobogobo. In his address he acknowledged the fortitude 

of Zimbabweans who succeeded in a foreign country against all odds and urged them to 

invest back home as well. 

The Zimbabwe Excellence Awards shows performative dimensions of belonging by 

Zimbabwean entrepreneurs in Cape Town.  Giddens (1984:82) conceives home as a 

“discursive construct which is brought into life through practice and interactions and as a 

bridge between the individual and society”. In his theory of structuration, Giddens (1984) 

notes that “the structural properties of social systems exist only in so far as forms of 

social conduct are reproduced chronically across time and space. The structuration of 

institutions can be understood in terms of how social activities become ‘stretched’ 

across wide spans of time-space” (Giddens 1986: xxi).  
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The excellence awards were an interaction between the individual and the home 

country. The ceremony was sponsored by Zororo Pumlani, a funeral assurance 

company that repatriates bodies to Zimbabwe. This meant that home is a place where 

one is buried after he/she dies. This resonates with Shipton (2009:20) argument that 

“graves are the symbolic focal points of human attachments to place: the living and 

dead, the social and the material, all connect here”. The repatriation of bodies’ 

reinforces people’s homes as that place where one would be buried – which is basically 

linked to the place of origin.  

The director of the awards, Pardon said:   

You see on the wall there, the pictures that you see on the wall there, we 

celebrate Zimbabweans flying the Zimbabwe flag high in South Africa. Since 

2015, I have launched that, it has grown  and this year it will be the fourth edition 

of the Zimbabwe Excellence Awards. We are in the diaspora, if we don’t motivate 

ourselves, encourage ourselves, support ourselves, no one ever will. Most of the 

celebrations done in South Africa do not include the diaspora. As a foreigner, a 

Zimbabwean cannot even enter idols. Some of the awards that are done in South 

Africa do not include foreigners, only include South Africans. South Africans put 

their citizens first. The most things that they do, most events, most projects they 

put their citizens first. Even if you look at the way BEE is structured, it is 

structured in a way that if you are a foreigner you’re deemed white... Excellence 

Awards are meant to motivate, to inspire them and to continue a culture of 

success. It also keeps the bad press on us. When bad things happen, they will 

say but these guys are doing well, they motivate, they encourage and inspire 

each other. We are also kind of countering the bad press. 

The awards demonstrate the exclusion that Zimbabweans experience from being 

recognized in South Africa. As a result, events such as excellence awards are a 

manifestation of the exclusion or non-recognition that they experience from the broader 

South African society. However, some Zimbabweans had been recognised. For 

example, in 2017, Kativhu won a national award in a Eskom Business Investment 

Competition. He came first in the agro-processing category. In the same year again, he 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/ 
 



187 
 
 

 

 

won an award from the Western Cape Government, for being the second best emerging 

business in the province. He  also received a grant for his peanut butter business from 

the same institution 

 The remarks by the Consul general highlight some performative aspect of belonging. In 

his speech, he said that while Zimbabweans were doing well to establish themselves in 

South Africa and even sending much needed remittances back home. He encouraged 

them to try and set up businesses and investments back home. He also thanked the 

government and people of South Africa for generously hosting and supporting the 

multitude of Zimbabweans. He told them that, “In return for the warm reception you 

have been accorded, you are duty-bound to respect the country’s laws and to desist 

from unlawful conduct and activities as the chief ambassadors of Zimbabwe.”  

Most of the entrepreneurs I interviewed send remittances to Zimbabwe on a monthly 

basis, in the form of cash for groceries, school fees and building materials for the 

construction of their houses back home. The money is sent through banks or money 

remitting agencies such as Mukuru and Mama Money. Some send remittances through 

friends or relatives who would be visiting Zimbabwe. Over the past fives years, the 

Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe (RBZ) has reported migrant remittances averaging around 

one billion United States dollars annually. Given Zimbabwe’s fragile investment climate, 

remittances are the biggest source of foreign investment. Zimbabwe gets more money 

from cash remmitances than gold or tobacco. Others who were concerned that their 

money will be used for other purposes made use of Takunda’s business whereby 

remittances arrived mainly in the form of groceries and building materials. Takunda has 

a business that sells Zimbabwean groceries and building materials to the diaspora. 

Payment is made in South Africa and the goods are taken from stores in Zimbabwe to 

the relevant address.   
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There are a number of buses that now run directly from Cape Town to Harare which 

people can utilise to send money and goods. These include:  Chihwa Tours, Mhizha 

Tours, Munhenzva, Intercape, Munorurama, and Eagle Liner among others. Some 

make use of malayitshas which are small, often unregistered couriers using pick-up 

trucks or mini buses that ferry money and other goods from South Africa and deliver to 

households in Zimbabwe. The name malayitsha is “an isiNdebele term which means the 

one who carries a heavy load” (Nyamunda, 2014: 40).  

The reference to the diaspora as chief ambassadors of Zimbabwe who must desist from 

conducting unlawful activities in South Africa is a form of diaspora nationalism. It is a 

way in which Zimbabweans try to correct negative perceptions about themselves and 

their country by developing a positive image of themselves (Muzondidya, 2010:47). 

Zimbabweans thus perceive themselves as law abiding and saintly compared to South 

Africans who are morally decadent, alcoholics that are mostly idle  and only good at 

drinking and fighting (ibid). The Consul General also noted that investing back home is 

another way of showing allegiance to one’s home country. At the excellence awards, Mr 

Donovan Chimhandamanda, the Chairman of the Diaspora Infrastructure Development 

Group (DIDG) gave a key note address urging Zimbabweans to invest back home. 

DIDG is an investment company run by Zimbabwean Diasporans, mainly resident in the 

South African commercial city of Johannesburg. Their main target is infrastructure 

development projects. In October 2017, DIDG sealed a deal of about US$408 million to 

recapitalize the National Railways of Zimbabwe (NRZ) in partnership with South Africa’s 

freight rail parastatal Transnet. Pardon, the director of the awards also said they have 

been trying to push for investments in Zimbabwe. He said: 

Over and above that we have also, since the dispensation of the new 

government we have started to push for investment into Zimbabwe but that is not 

limited to Zimbabweans but is open to everybody, any company that feels they 

need to invest in Zimbabwe. We have done so through two successful 

companies that have already set up shops and offices in Zimbabwe. One of them 
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is called Mineral Resources. They are based in Mpumalanga. Their main 

interests are in infrastructure development, mining and agriculture and already 

they are operating in Zimbabwe. We also have a company called Tessa. They 

are also into infrastructure development and mining and they also set up projects 

and offices in Zimbabwe. We have one of our own guys here called Prosper. 

Prosper was working for a certain computer company that started to help him set 

up offices in Zimbabwe, Gweru. Prosper has already gone back to Zimbabwe. 

The “new dispensation” is a phrase used by the post November 2017 government to 

differentiate itself from Mugabe’s rule even though it is still made up of his former allies. 

In January 2018, an official from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs gave a presentation on 

investment options for the diaspora in Cape Town. While the government is trying to 

attract diaspora investments, there is also a mistrust between the diaspora and the 

government. The government is calling the diaspora to invest but at the same time it 

refuses them a right to vote. At the same time, President Mnangagwa have proved no 

different from his predecessor Robert Mugabe in terms of economic mismanagement, 

corruption and resort to authoritarianism. As Bratton and Masungure (2008:41) 

predicted five features which were going to outlast Mugabe’s biological and political 

career “an ideological belief in a right to rule in perpetuity, a party machinery that 

penetrates the organs of state, a corrupted economy vested in the hands of party 

loyalists, an institutionalized role in policy making for military commanders, and a heavy 

reliance on violence, increasingly outsourced to auxiliary forces”. The issues have 

followed Mnangagwa’s reign and are manifesting in greater dimensions.  

Bender and Winer  (2001:1) remind us that “research and academic endeavour have to 

respond to the urgency of contemporary developments worldwide, to help us 

understand how people in a turbulent place create a sense of place, belonging, loss and 

negation”. For Zimbabweans in South Africa, this turbulence is about hostile immigration 

policies that make people not belong. At least 15 people that I interviewed were trying to 

form a cooperative looking to invest into Zimbabwe. I attended about eight meetings 
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with them, during which we debated their constitution. The company was eventually 

registered but the launch which was initially scheduled for 29 September 2018 was 

postponed indefinitely. Arguments in those meetings were on whether the group should  

focus on investing in Zimbabwe or creating a pensions scheme for the diaspora. The 

first draft included a clause on how the company would assist members in building 

houses in rural areas. I was fascinated by the adverts they had released, ahead of  the 

now postponed launch, which demonstrated an interest in home country.  For example:  

Our mission is to partake in the rebuilding of Zimbabwe and contributing 

immensely in the economy as well as harnessing relationships with government 

and stakeholders. 

 

We want to take ownership of our financial future and growth decisions by 

responsibly investing in projects that we believe will propel the growth of the 

economy and group financial growth. 

We focus on increasing the awareness and importance of this investment 

platform to avail and initiate a traction towards our main goal for the benefit of our 

members and shareholders  

Most people will fail to produce necessary documents e.g. (credit score rating) 

even works permit and three months bank statements, which is where we come 

in.  

This is a savings scheme especially for Zimbabweans in the diaspora seeing that 

we are likely to be here till retirement, working but without pension or houses.  

By joining and investing just a little amount per month you will be preparing your 

pension and the one for your children. If you then want to buy a house, you can 

use that money as deposit as well. More so, our facility is open to Zimbabweans 

without permits.  

It is unto to our hands to unite and change our nation through businesses that 

shall create jobs back home. This is where an idea of diaspora investment comes 

into the picture. Let us join hands and invest so we can run businesses in 

Zimbabwe .  
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In their draft constitution, there was a phrase on “helping the diaspora build a rural 

home” as one of its objectives. If one looks closely at their draft statements, they reveal 

the extent of inequality or lack of social protection faced by Zimbabwean migrants in 

South Africa. This initiative is an example of self-social protection. More so, given that 

special permits are always valid for three years, many employers had been reluctant to 

make pension deductions. It is imperative to note that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 

International Trade established a diaspora directorate to make attempts to engage with 

Zimbabweans in South Africa and elsewhere since 2018, though its success is yet to be 

seen. The statements above also show that some Zimbabweans prefer retiring in their 

country of origin. This is a key marker for diaspora. Shuval (2007:47) notes that 

diaspora “differs from all other types of migration in that in many cases it is based on a 

natural right to return to a historic homeland”. As a result,  diasporans feel, maintain, 

invent and revive a connection with a prior home by engaging in activities that 

reinvigorate their connection to the home country such as the excellence awards. .  

9.9. Conclusion  

This chapter explored attitudes towards return migration which helped shed light on the 

existential crisis faced by many Zimbabweans in South Africa, in particular those on 

ZEP permits. The conditions attached to these special permits render their legality 

liminal. The feeling of insecurity and the perception that the papers may not be renewed 

torment ZEP beneficiaries. This temporary conditional legality has created existential 

liminality in the way people feel towards themselves because of lack of fixity, thereby 

reinforcing the idea of diaspora. Shuval (2007:47) notes that diaspora differs from all 

other types of migration in that in many cases it is based on a natural right to return to a 

historic homeland. The responses from research participants showed the centrality of 

home in their activities and representation in the diaspora. At the same time, the 
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deteriorating political and economic situation in Zimbabwe keeps them in between, 

wondering whether to return or not.  

 This chapter has also shown that  entrepreneurs  desire to be grounded somewhere, a 

place which they consider to be their permanent home, a place where they do not feel 

dispossessed or like refugees. Home is thus a constellation of things, ideas, emotions, 

identities andactivities. It is linked to cattle, goats, graves, grandparents, uncles, friends, 

ghosts and healers, cultivation or whatever else denotes a place that one refers to as 

home. For the traumatically haunted, they are homeless at home as it is a site of 

violence, alienation and oppression. Those who have been naturalised in South Africa 

but remain marginalised in the host nation have a liminal detachment in both countries, 

producing a disoriented state of “homeland-lessness” where neither country acts as a 

place of belonging. The migrants who exhibited double consciousness are caught up in 

between here and there, with divided geographies, sociographies, cultural identities, or 

a psychological space of undecided personal identity and belonging (David Ip, 2011). 

The existential and juridical liminality of Zimbabweans is characterised by living in  

temporary time with a damaged horizon on what might happen in future, and having a 

damaged political and economic belonging to South Africa (Butler, 2016).   

This chapter has also shown that home is not only fluid and plural, but also a place of 

attachment, trauma and grounding. Home is not simply a place that people think of, but 

it can be performed through remittances or building of houses in Zimbabwe. In writing 

anthropologically, it is useful to ask what is the status of being at home is like? Malkki 

(1995:515) provides the answer as she notes that such questions lead us into 

“considerations of citizenship, and nationality, origin and nativeness, nationality and the 

concepts of ethnicity and culture. In short, all theoretical surfaces that are still hot from 

the recent thinking in anthropology, cultural studies and other fields”.  
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10. Chapter Ten: Conclusion  

This study examined the lives of Zimbabwean migrants in South Africa as characterised 

by juridical or existential liminality. This was demonstrated by focusing on the impact of 

the presence or absence of papers/visas/permits on the life of the migrant. Issues 

discussed include: processes of acquiring and replacing DZP permits, the limitations of 

the papers in the incorporation of migrants, and reflections on how conditions on the 

papers orient a person towards the future. Existential liminality results from uncertain 

legal status and permeates all aspects of Zimbabwean immigrant lives, delimiting their 

navigation of different spaces be it jobs, sending remmitances, housing and schooling 

for their children. Existential liminality of the Zimbabwean migrant being can be 

contrasted with Turner’s (1969) understanding of a ritual liminality that is voluntary and 

temporary, which is not inherent in classic definitions and notions of liminality. I agree 

with Turner that in existential liminality, transformation may not be resolved in a life 

course. 

This thesis has demonstrated that juridical liminality results from uncertain legal status, 

whether one is documented or not. I have shown that the state produces illegality 

through juridical procesess such as the denial of documentation, cumbersome 

bureaucratic processes in application and replacement of permits and imposing 

conditions on permits that are not family friendly. As a result,  Zimbabweans have gone 

through five stages of legal ambiguities, namely: illegality, amnesty, legal suspension, 

liminal citizenship and temporary conditional legality because of the imposition of 

conditions in the permits that it will not be renewed or extended .  

While Zimbabwean migrants have a temporary lawful status, the period between 

replacement of ZSP permits with ZEP permits showed how applicants move in and out 

of status. The Zimbabwean migrant who had applied for the replacement of the permit 

was deemed to be legally suspended until their application adjudication process had 
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been completed. The person waiting for his/her permit is thus at a juridical threshold. In 

other words, existential liminality also captures the entire in-between existence of 

moving in and out of legality. Moreso, the replacement phase of permits is also a place 

of surveillance by the state as a person must provide proof of employment, business 

ownership or school enrolement and the absence of disqualifying criminal conduct. The 

failure to provide the required documentation is itself a disqualifying factor. The liminal 

legal status exposes teachers to governmental exploitation through the suppression of 

wages during legal suspension. An important contribution which this thesis makes is the 

discussion on how various government departments share power among themselves in 

producing liminality thereby overiding the notion that the central government is a 

monolithic entity responsible for governing populations within its jurisdiction.  

The thesis demonstrated that documentation does not equal access to share to the full 

participation in the social heritage of the host country. The concept of liminal citizenship 

helped us understand the ways in which legally resident aliens are discriminated against 

through laws which determine spaces for insiders and outsiders. Migrants must comply 

with new patterns of legality. The thesis showed that there are other legal prescriptions 

that determine company registration, business accounts, lines of credit and business 

permits, which help reproduce economic privilege for host the nation’s people and 

maintain vulnerability for migrants. Therefore, this research rejects that national 

citizenship is declining in favour of post national citizenship or supranational citizenship. 

The thesis also showed that even those who are naturalised South Africans did not 

enjoy full inclusion in the host nation.  

More so, the South African government uses the terms “closure” and “replacement” 

instead of  renewal. This  means that the affected Zimbabwean migrants “cannot refer 

to closed and replaced policies if they ever attempt to claim permanent residence in 

future” (Moyo, 2018:14). The limited time on their permits means they will go home soon 

which has created a tenuous and fragile belonging to the hostland. It makes 
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Zimbabwean migrants share a common rootedness that provides them with a sense of 

belonging. They have a shared fate that their permits will not be renewed and they will 

not become permanent residents in South Africa irrespective of length of stay. The 

feeling of having no place in South Africa influences their attitudes towards return. The 

feeling of being temporary makes them see homes apart from Zimbabwe as temporary 

living spaces rather than permanent homes (Briseno, 2017). The  visas have conditions 

that do not allow change of status, not being renewable,  and that holders cannot apply 

for permanent residence. This means migrants live in a limbo situation, with no sense of 

security or control over the future, exhibiting what O’Reilly (2018) calls ontological 

liminality. The inherent legal uncertainty comes from  lack of assurances of definitive 

stay in South Africa and the permits have been generally been replaced as a matter of 

grace.  This inherent fragility creates instability in many aspects of the lives of 

Zimbabwean visa holders.  

The approval or granting of permant residence to people special temporary permits  in 

South Africa is highly unlikely. The 2017 White Paper on International Migration called 

for the replacement of permanent residency with long term visas thus delinking the 

progression from residence to citizenship. Chapter eight showed how long-term secure 

legal status, permanent residency or citizenship are difficult to obtain. The state of 

temporality has reinforced the idea of diaspora amongst Zimbabwean migrants, 

characterised by homeland orientation and the idea of return (Brubaker, 2005). The 

movement of Zimbabwean migrants “from one temporary permit to the other places 

them in a state of liminality, which makes them comparable to those migrants fleeing 

war and are thus always on the move” (Moyo, 2018:14). This means that the specific 

way of imagining a decent life in South Africa is definitely suspended as these migrants 

are in a permanent predicament and their being or personhood is stuck due to the 

tentative lawfulness of their stay.  
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There is no doubt that the DZP and its replacements offered a temporary reprieve. This 

thesis demonstrated the centrality of state power in making decisions regarding the 

duration and conditions of visas. The DZP was replaced by the ZSP, which was then 

succeed by the ZEP, prolonging the state of perpetual limbo for holders of the special 

permits. Through the ZEP, the South African government asked Zimbabwean 

immigrants to accept certain responsibilities such as working, doing business or 

studying, but remaining “temporary,” by not integrating too much into the fabric of the 

host society. As we approach 2021, these Zimbabweans await an announcement from 

the Department of Home Affairs, on whether the ZEP will be replaced. If that is so they 

must then apply and wait for the adjudication of the applications.  

However, the current political and economic situation in Zimbabwe characterised by 

authoritarianism, hyperinflation, shortages of food, fuel, medicines, money, water, 

electricity black-outs for long hours and skyrocketing inflation will cause migrant 

entrepreneurs to remain liminal as they defer their return and remain in South Africa 

where they know their future is uncertain. However, there is a huge risk faced by 

entrepreneurs and other migrants with ZEP permits in general.  In 2019, the 

government of Zimbabwe recognized a backlog in printing passports which it noted may 

be cleared by 2021. The main risk for ZEP permit holders is that most of them acquired 

their passports in 2010 and these are due for renewal in 2020/21. Even if the South 

African government decides to renew ZEP permits, some will find themselves with 

expired passports, expired visas and become illegal again. 

The case of Zimbabweans in South Africa is not an exception in today’s world. 

However, the understanding of migrants living liminal lives had been limited to studies in 

the global north. The experiences examined in this thesis parallel those of other 

immigrant groups in the United States and in other major migrant receiving countries in 

such as Spain, Greece, Italy, Switzerland and Mexico. Studies from these countries 

have shown how immigration policies create and recreate exclusion of populations to 
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ensure continued migrant vulnerability and precariousness by blurring the boundaries of 

legality and illegality (Cabot, 2006; Tucket, 2017; Menjivar, 2006; Gold, 2019; Abrego 

and Lakhani, 2015; Mountz et al 2011; Chacon, 2015). This study has reminded 

scholars to think about temporary migrants who fall between permanent authorisation 

and undocumented status around the world.  
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