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Introduction 

Xenophobic violence – acts of collective violence targeted at foreign nationals or “outsiders” due to 

their origins—is a perennial feature of post-apartheid South Africa1. Since 1994, tens of thousands 

of people have been harassed, attacked, killed or displaced because of who they are and where they 

are from2. This includes murders, assaults, looting, robberies, property damage, mass displacement 

and threats3. Without a firm response from politicians and the justice system, these attacks are also 

a threat to South Africa’s constitutional democracy and the rule of law. 

This factsheet provides a numerical summary of xenophobic violence incidents4  that occurred across 

South Africa between 1994 and 21 April 2021. It is important to note that the numbers provided 

here are those of incidents reported to, verified and recorded on the Xenowatch5 platform.  Due to 

underreporting, the total numbers are likely to be higher.  

Total number of incidents and resulting victimization  

In total, Xenowatch recorded 796 incidents of xenophobic violence. These resulted in at least 588 

deaths, at least 121 945 displaced and an estimation of at least 4 693 shops looted in the period of 

1994 to 21 April 2021. 

Table 1: Incidents of xenophobic violence and type of victimization: 1994 – April 2021 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Incidents of xenophobic violence in South Africa by year: 1994 – April 2021 

There have been recorded incidents of xenophobic violence in South Africa every year since 1994. 

Hostility towards outsiders remains pervasive and (as Table 1 indicates) resulting in murder, mass 

displacement, injuries, threats of violence, looting and destruction of property and livelihoods. 

Between 2008 and 2020, South Africa averaged 57 incidents per year. These peaked in 2008 and 

have fluctuated around this average since then (see Figure 1 below). 

 

 

 

                                                                 
1Landau, L.B. (2011). (ed.) Exorcising the Demons within: Xenophobia, Violence and Statecraft in Contemporary South Africa. Wits University 
Press, Johannesburg 
2Misago, J.P. (2019): “Linking Governance and Xenophobic Violence in Contemporary South Africa”. African Journal on Conflict Resolution, 
19(1), 58-80 
3 Ibid 
4 An incident of xenophobic violence is an act of violence targeting one or more persons due to their geographic or national background. 

An incident can result in one or more categories of victimisation and can affect several individuals. 
5 Xenowatch is an open source platform to monitor xenophobic violence across South Africa. It collates, visualizes and shares data collected 
through media reports, original research, and crowd sourcing. Activists, victims, and observers can report threats and attacks using the 
following channels: free SMS, WhatsApp, email, mobile app, and the website (www.xenowatch.ac.za). 

Category of Victimization Total number 

Total incidents 796 

Persons Killed 588 

Person displaced 121 945 

Physical assaults 1 118 

Shops looted 4 693 

Property damaged 1 386 

https://www.xenowatch.ac.za/
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Figure 1: Incidents of xenophobic violence in South Africa by year: 1994 – April 2021 

 

 

Incidents of xenophobic violence in South Africa by province: 1994 – April 2021 

As Table 2 and Map 1 below indicate, xenophobic violence occurs in all South Africa’s nine provinces. 

The most affected provinces are Gauteng, Western Cape and KwaZulu Natal. In 2021, KwaZulu Natal 

is the most affected province with seven out of 14 incidents (recorded as of 21 April 2021). 

Table 2: Incidents of xenophobic violence in South Africa by province: 1994 – April 2021 

Province Total number of incidents 

Gauteng 343 

Western Cape 139 

KwaZulu Natal 105 

Eastern Cape 61 

Limpopo 44 

Mpumalanga 33 

Free State 28 

North West 26 

Northern Cape 8 

Unallocated6 9 

Total 796 

 

                                                                 
6 ‘Unallocated’ are verified incidents and threats with no known specific location at the time of reporting and investigation  
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Map 1: Incidents of xenophobic violence in South Africa by province: 1994 – April 2021 

 

Incidents of xenophobic violence in South Africa by location: 1994 – April 2021 

While spread across the country, xenophobic violence occurs primarily in the country’s major cities. 

The most affected cities are Johannesburg, Cape Town, Durban and Ekurhuleni. Importantly, 

repeated incidents are more common in specific locations. Tables 3 and 4 and Map 2 (below) indicate 

these cities and locations. 

Table 3: Cities most affected by xenophobic violence in South Africa: 1994 – April 2021 

City Total number of incidents 

Johannesburg (Gauteng) 174 

Cape Town (Western Cape) 105 

Durban (KwaZulu Natal) 84 

Ekurhuleni (Gauteng) 84 

Tshwane (Gauteng) 60 

Gqeberha (Eastern Cape) 43 

Polokwane (Limpopo) 14 

 

Table 4: Locations most affected by xenophobic violence in South Africa: 1994 – April 2021 

Location Total number of incidents 

Johannesburg Inner City (Gauteng) 32 

Cape Town Inner City (Western Cape) 27 

Soweto (Gauteng) 24 
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Durban Inner City (KwaZulu Natal) 22 

Pretoria Inner City (Gauteng) 17 

Alexandra (Gauteng) 16 

Khayelitsha (Western Cape) 15 

Diepsloot (Gauteng) 14 

Polokwane (Limpopo) 14 

 

 

Map 2: Incidents of xenophobic violence in South Africa by location 1994 – April 2021 

 
 

 

Dashboard and public data 

 

An interactive dashboard is now available here on the Xenowatch website. On the dashboard, the 

public can view and do their own analysis of the Xenowatch data. Figure 2 is a snapshot of the above-

mentioned dashboard. Please note that the use of Xenowatch data is governed by these Terms and 

Conditions.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.xenowatch.ac.za/statistics-dashboard/
http://www.xenowatch.ac.za/terms-of-use/
http://www.xenowatch.ac.za/terms-of-use/
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Figure 2: Xenowatch Dashboard: Incident of Xenophobic violence in South Africa: 1994 -2021 

 

 

For details on the figures presented in this factsheet and xenophobic violence in South Africa 

generally, please visit www.xenowatch.ac.za.  

 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- ----------- 

http://www.xenowatch.ac.za/

