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| ABSTRACT 

  Xenophobia is a significant governance and human rights problem in South Africa, as well as in the wider African region, and it 

impacts on migrants, refugees, political leadership and the politics of the region. The aim of this study is to explore the 

psychological impact of xenophobic messages and actions on the political leadership of South Africa and how these impacts on 

the governance and decision-making process. The study combines an interdisciplinary literature review, which incorporates the 

views of psychology, constitutional law, political science and international relations. It examines psychological theories and South 

African constitutional provisions, key judicial rulings, the United Nations Human Rights Instruments and the legal instruments of 

the African Union. The results show that xenophobic crises create leadership stress, moral injury, burnout and decision fatigue, 

and that the shortcomings in the implementation of policies and institutional coordination are associated with poor governance. 

The study calls for greater political leadership and responsible leadership, regional cooperation, evidence-based policies to 

improve leadership resiliency, human rights protection, and social cohesion in Africa as key elements in addressing 

xenophobia.The study recommends that there should be greater legal enforcement, evidence-based policies that promote social 

cohesion, human rights protection, and regional cooperation, in addition to political leadership and responsible leadership, as 

critical pillars in addressing xenophobia. 
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1. Introduction 

Xenophobia is one of the most enduring social and political issues that South Africa has encountered after the end of apartheid. 

Although the nation's constitutional values of equality, human dignity, and human rights are widely recognized, there are 

repeated incidents of violence against foreigners in the country which has led to concerns on the effectiveness of government 

policies, political leadership and public discourse in promoting social cohesion. The xenophobic attacks on migrants from 

Zimbabwe, Nigeria, Mozambique, Somalia, Ethiopia, Malawi and others in Africa have killed, injured, displaced and damaged 

property in South Africa, created diplomatic tensions, and caused political pressure on the leaders of South Africa.1 This has put 

the South African leaders under pressure from several factors – constitutional obligations, public expectations, migration 

management, national security concerns, and international commitments. 

Political psychology studies the individual decision-making process and argues that leadership decisions are made under 

complex psychological, social and political factors. When such xenophobic attacks are a recurring phenomenon, leaders are 

                                                             
1 Human Sciences Research Council, Citizenship, Violence and Xenophobia in South Africa: Perceptions from South African Communities 
(HSRC Press 2008).  
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subjected to various demands from the citizens, political parties, civil society organisations, the media and regional institutions 

like the African Union (AU).2 While leaders have authority, they can also suffer psychological pressures from being constantly 

exposed to the threats of the nation and the in-depth attention of the public in relation to unemployment, crime and 

immigration issues, especially when they are required to uphold the constitutional values. 

Attitudes towards migrants and refugees are influenced by the rhetoric of leadership. Political leaders' rhetoric during times of 

economic hardship or social unrest, can be used to foster social cohesion, or can inadvertently perpetuate negative stereotypes 

and hostility towards foreign nationals. The issue of migration is therefore not just a matter of discourse within the community, 

but also a matter of the political debate for the political decision-makers, whose decisions are constantly subject to scrutiny from 

the electorate, political opponents, the media and the international community. The leadership self-confidence and policy 

priorities, as well as governance effectiveness, can be affected by persistent criticism and political polarization. ³ 

According to the Republic of South Africa's Constitution, these instruments clearly indicate that states must promote tolerance, 

equality, and peaceful coexistence while guaranteeing the dignity, equality, and freedom from discrimination of every individual 

inside their boundaries.3 

Even with these legal measures, xenophobic violence is still having a negative impact on South Africa's internal governance and 

relations with its neighbours. The attacks on foreign nationals have had an impact on South African diplomatic relations with a 

number of African countries, sparked criticism from international organisations and raised questions about South Africa's 

leadership position in the African Union. In this political atmosphere, politicians find themselves confronted with extra 

psychological pressures to devise policies to meet public concerns while maintaining constitutional values and regional 

cooperation.4 

The psychological impact of xenophobic politics on the SA political leadership and the implications for governance in Africa are 

analyzed. Specifically, it examines the impact of xenophobic discourses, public pressure, and media discourses on leadership 

stress, burnout, and moral injury and decision making. The study also examines the effectiveness of existing international, 

regional and national legal frameworks to address xenophobia and the scope for strengthening or adapting the laws to better 

address the issue. It also identifies strategies to enhance psychological resilience, ethical leadership and effective governance. 

This study aims to: evaluate the psychological impact of xenophobic discourse on political decision makers in South Africa; 

examine the impact of xenophobia on leadership decision-making, and policy prioritisation; and draw out practical interventions 

that build psychological resilience and enhance governance. The book's interdisciplinary approach and the integration of 

political psychology, constitutional law, international human rights law, and African regional governance will help shed light on 

the link between leadership psychology, public policy, and democratic governance. It also suggests that legal, institutional and 

policy measures should be put in place to minimise the impact of xenophobic rhetoric and enhance regional cooperation and 

social cohesion across Africa. 

2. Literature Review  

2.1 Understanding Xenophobia in South Africa 

One of the most discussed and contested socio-political issues in South Africa after the end of apartheid is xenophobia. The 

nation had a democratic transition in 1994 that upheld the constitution's principles of equality, human dignity, and 

nondiscrimination.  However, the attacks on foreigners are examples of the tensions that continue to exist in the country over 

immigration, economic inequality, and national identity. Some scholars believe that historical injustices, weak economic 

opportunities, poverty, competition for the scarce resources, and the belief that migrants take jobs and services are the factors 

that contribute to the xenophobic sentiments in South Africa. Xenophobic violence is not a singular event, but rather now a 

challenge to governance which has a domestic and regional impact.5 

Racial segregation and social exclusion were reinforced by social institutions in the past and continue to have a lasting impact on 

public perceptions of migrants, with enduring economic inequalities. In South Africa after the process of democratization, the 

country's economy and the protection guaranteed by the Constitution of South Africa make it an attractive place for migrants, 

                                                             
2 Jerrold M Post, Leaders and Their Followers in a Dangerous World: The Psychology of Political Behaviour (Cornell University Press 
2004)  

3 Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996. 

4 Daniel Goleman, Leadership: The Power of Emotional Intelligence (More Than Sound 2011).  
5 Loren B Landau, Exorcising the Demons Within: Xenophobia, Violence and Statecraft in Contemporary South Africa (Wits University 
Press 2011).  
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asylum-seekers and refugees from neighbouring African countries. Despite its positive impact on the South African economy, 

migration has also raised concerns in South Africa about access to housing, jobs, crime and social services, as migrants also 

settle for work, education and security.6 Migration has helped South Africa's economy grow by providing labour and 

entrepreneurship but increased migration has also raised concerns in South Africa around access to social services, jobs, crime 

and housing. 

Afrophobia has been introduced as a concept in the academic literature to differentiate hostility towards African migrants from 

xenophobic hostility in general. Violence is disproportionately directed at Black migrants from Africa, and immigrants from 

Europe and other parts of the developed world seem to be less targeted, making the term Afrophobia a way of emphasising the 

racialised and regional aspects of anti-immigrant sentiment.7 Despite this, other scholars argue that the term xenophobia 

continues to be more appropriate since the hostility is against those that are perceived as foreign and not necessarily of another 

race. This debate shows the intricacies of migration politics and identity formation in the current South African society. 

Political debates play an important role in shaping public attitudes towards migration. The issue of immigration is often part of 

debates around unemployment, crime prevention, border security and economic development, and frequently comes up in the 

mouths of political leaders, government officials and opposition parties. Leadership rhetoric can either help to defuse social 

tensions by upholding the values of the constitution, equality and social cohesion; or contribute to a stereotype of migrants. The 

media also contributes to the public perception by highlighting certain stories around migration, crime and national security. As 

a result, public discourse becomes an important aspect of affecting governance, public opinion and regional diplomatic relations. 

Political communication has an impact on how citizens will understand government reactions to migration and on citizens' trust 

in government institutions. The responsibility leadership message is, then, crucial to enhance peace, to decrease misinformation, 

and to build social cohesion in multicultural societies. 

2.2 Psychological Theories 

Psychological theories provide intriguing frameworks for comprehending how xenophobic politics affect political leadership and 

administration.  

According to the Stress Theory, psychological stress is the result of when environmental stressors are greater than coping 

resources. Political leaders responsible for the recurrence of xenophobic violence are under pressure from a combination of 

citizens, political parties, civil society organisations as well as from international actors. If a leader is constantly faced with 

criticism, crisis management and expectations of the public, it can add to their emotional stress and decrease their effectiveness 

in making decisions.8 Emotional stress can also affect a leader's judgment, heighten emotional fatigue and diminish their ability 

to craft public policies that are balanced. 

 

The concept of Moral Injury Theory was first developed in Military Psychology, and is now being increasingly used in the field of 

leadership and public administration. Moral injury happens when individuals experience psychological distress due to actions, 

decision making or institutional failures that are inconsistent with strong moral beliefs.9 When such xenophobic violence occurs 

despite the efforts of the government, or where political realities limit the ability to respond effectively, political leaders who 

adhere to constitutional principles of equality and human rights may find themselves experiencing moral conflict, which can lead 

to feelings of guilt, frustration and lower psychological well-being. 

Burnout Theory is an explanation of the effects of long-term occupational stress. The symptoms of burnout include feelings of 

being emotionally exhausted, depersonalised, and unfulfilled in one's work. The constant scrutiny, political conflict and policy 

demands of politicians responding to xenophobic crises could cause them fatigue. Burnout can have adverse effects on 

individual leadership, communication and long-term governance results.10 

                                                             
6 Jonathan Crush and Sujata Ramachandran, South African Migration Project: Xenophobia, International Migration and Human 
Development (Southern African Migration Programme 2014).  

7 Francis B Nyamnjoh, Insiders and Outsiders: Citizenship and Xenophobia in Contemporary Southern Africa (Zed Books 2006).  

8 Richard S Lazarus and Susan Folkman, Stress, Appraisal, and Coping (Springer 1984).  

9 Brett T Litz and others, 'Moral Injury and Moral Repair in War Veterans: A Preliminary Model and Intervention Strategy' (2009) 29 
Clinical Psychology Review 695.  

10 Christina Maslach, Wilmar B Schaufeli and Michael P Leiter, 'Job Burnout' (2001) 52 Annual Review of Psychology 397.  
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The Cognitive Dissonance Theory states that any time a person has conflicting beliefs or values they will experience 

psychological discomfort. Leaders who espouse a public commitment to equality under the constitution and have restrictive 

migration policies in order to please the electorate can experience cognitive dissonance. Peacebuilding in such a context can 

shape policy decisions, political communications and leadership action.11 

Political Psychology combines psychology and politics, focusing on the impacts of personality, emotions, identity and public 

perceptions on governance. In addition to institutional rules, political psychology would predict that the way leaders interpret 

public pressure, media coverage and electoral competition also have an impact on their decisions. These psychological processes 

can help to make fuller studies of policy development and democratic leadership. These theories show that psychological well-

being is an important component of leadership effectiveness; especially in the context of long periods of political instability and 

social conflict12. 

2.3 Leadership and Decision-Making 

In times of xenophobic crises, a leader's job is to strike a balance between constitution, public opinion, national security, 

economic management and regional diplomacy. The literature on crisis leadership highlights the need for leaders to 

communicate clearly, to be very empathetic and to make evidence-based decisions in uncertain conditions. But xenophobic 

violence often gives rise to competing political demands which complicate the formulation of policies. 

Democratic societies are greatly influenced by public opinion in political decision making. Leaders may feel pressure to enforce 

tougher immigration policies when citizens think of the migration link with unemployment or crime. At the same time, it is the 

duty of any government, under both its constitutional requirements and international obligations on human rights, to prevent 

migrants from being discriminated against and victims of violence. This puts into question governance dynamics.13 

Leadership priorities could be further influenced by political pressures from opposition parties and interest groups and electoral 

competition. Media framing also shapes political reactions: how xenophobic incidents are brought to the public. Balanced 

reporting can help to stimulate informed public discussion, sensational reporting can raise public concern. Thus, leadership 

decision making takes place in a dynamic interplay between psychology, politics, and law and public communication. Specially, 

scholars claim that crises in which the leadership communicates transparently are more likely to result in public confidence, the 

diffusion of misinformation, and institutional legitimacy 

2.4 African Regional Implications 

The effects of xenophobia go beyond South Africa and impact on diplomatic relations on the continent. Nigeria has repeatedly 

complained of attacks on its citizens, leading to diplomatic protests and temporary trade tensions. Similarly, there has been a 

great deal of social and economic impacts in Zimbabwe as a large number of Zimbabweans live and work in South Africa. All of 

this violence has an impact on remittances, migration and bilateral relations. 

Establish links with the appropriate South African authorities to guarantee that their residents are shielded from acts of 

xenophobia.Call for increased safety for South African citizens and denounce acts of xenophobic violence. The events raise 

concerns about the Southern African Development Community's (SADC) and African Union's (AU) regional integration initiatives. 

Additionally, they have a detrimental effect on the objectives of the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA), which are to 

decrease labor mobility and undermine confidence among African governments.  

Xenophobia is a significant diplomatic and governance issue on the continental level. South Africa holds a prominent leadership 

role in the African Union and is a strong proponent of co-operation between countries on the continent, economic integration 

and economic development. However, the repeated xenophobic events have raised doubts about the nation's stance on pan-

Africanism and human rights. In addition, the enhanced migration governance, fostering social cohesion and ensuring the 

protection of the rights of all persons, regardless of their national origin, is a key requirement for effective responses that must 

be achieved through collaboration between South Africa, neighbouring countries, the African Union, the United Nations and 

regional organisations. 

The issue of xenophobia has wider regional implications for regional governance, economic integration and collective security in 

Africa beyond diplomatic relations. The African Union calls for regional integration under the agenda 2063 which aims at having 

a free movement of people, peaceful coexistence and inclusive development in Africa.14 Xenophobic violence is a hindrance to 

                                                             
11 Leon Festinger, A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance (Stanford University Press 1957)  

12 Jerrold M Post, Leaders and Their Followers in a Dangerous World: The Psychology of Political Behaviour (Cornell University Press 
2004)  

13 Daniel Goleman, Leadership: The Power of Emotional Intelligence (More Than Sound 2011).  

14 Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996. 
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these goals, as it creates fear among migrants, deters labour mobility and diminishes trust in regional institutions. Some scholars 

have suggested that if migrants see countries as unsafe, they will reduce trade and investment, tourism, and education 

exchanges with their neighbors, which will slow regional economic growth and continental integration.15 

The Southern African Development Community (SADC) has similarly recognised that migration is an important driver of 

economic development and regional cooperation. Yet, there are persistent anti-migrant violence episodes and the lack of 

uniform migration policies to further hinder the implementation of regional migration initiatives. African political leaders are thus 

called upon to juggle between the pressures on them at home and their treaty obligations under the African Union and 

international human rights law in Africa. There is a need for a greater cooperation between African governments, regional 

organisations and international organisations to tackle the underlying causes of xenophobia through public education, inclusive 

economic policies and coordinated management of migration. Enhancing regional dialogue and encouraging evidence-based 

migration policies can help defuse political tensions and contribute to uphold the values of Pan-Africanism, human dignity and 

peaceful coexistence core to the African Union vision for continental development.16 

3. Legal and Institutional Framework 

In order to combat xenophobia, guarantee equality before the law, and safeguard migrants and refugees, South Africa has 

established a comprehensive structure of institutions and legislation. It is founded on national constitutional law, international 

human rights law, African Union (AU) laws and treaties, court rulings, and specialized organizations entrusted with upholding 

human rights norms. In order to promote social cohesion and regional cooperation, these mechanisms seek to maintain a 

balance between national sovereignty and the observance of fundamental rights.  

The national legislation that protects against discrimination, equality and human dignity is based on the Constitution of the 

Republic of South Africa, 1996.17 Grounded in fundamental principles of equality before the law and respect for human dignity, 

irrespective of nationalities or immigration status, these constitutional protections have been strengthened through landmark 

judicial decisions. The Constitutional Court, in Khosa v Minister of Social Development, held that the right to social assistance 

benefits must apply equally to both citizens and non-citizens of South Africa18 and, in Minister of Home Affairs v Watchenuka, it 

affirmed the protection of the right to socio-economic benefits and the dignity of asylum seekers while they wait to have their 

refugee status determined.19 Moreover,  in Union of Refugee Women v Director: Private Security Industry Regulatory Authority, 

the Court was involved in the ongoing debate on the extent of constitutional rights for non-citizens20. 

South Africa's commitments both domestically and internationally are complementary. All people are guaranteed equality, 

dignity, and freedom from discrimination under the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). Furthermore, the 

International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial prejudice (ICERD) aims to eradicate racial prejudice and 

promote mutual understanding among various ethnic groups and communities. Lastly, everyone within a state's jurisdiction is 

guaranteed fundamental civil and political rights by the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR).21 

Human rights protection, migration governance, and constitutional compliance are national responsibilities of the Department of 

Home Affairs, the African Commission on Human and Peoples' Rights, and the South African Human Rights Commission 

(SAHRC). In spite of this huge body of law, implementation is inconsistent, in part because of the public hostility toward the 

migrants, administrative hurdles, political rhetoric, and lack of inter-agency coordination. As a result, academics have called for 

better governance and regional cooperation and migration policies that are underpinned by evidence to address xenophobia 

and improve governance across the continent. 

 

 

                                                             
15 African Union Commission, Agenda 2063: The Africa We Want (African Union Commission 2015).  

16 Southern African Development Community (SADC), Revised Regional Indicative Strategic Development Plan 2020–2030 (SADC 
Secretariat 2020). 

17 Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996. 

18 Khosa v Minister of Social Development 2004 (6) SA 505 (CC).  

19 Minister of Home Affairs v Watchenuka 2004 (4) SA 326 (SCA).  

20 Union of Refugee Women v Director: Private Security Industry Regulatory Authority 2007 (4) SA 395 (CC).  

21 African Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights (adopted 27 June 1981, entered into force 21 October 1986) OAU Doc CAB/LEG/67/3 rev 
5.  



Xenophobia, Political Leadership, and Psychological Impact in South Africa  

Page | 16  

4. Psychological effects  

South African political leaders have a strong psychological burden due to xenophobic violence and the accompanying political 

rhetoric. In times of social unrest, leaders should ensure the protection of constitutional rights, public order, respond to 

humanitarian issues, and maintain diplomatic relations with neighbouring African states. Competing responsibilities can add to 

leadership stress, especially when leaders are required to make difficult choices in front of large audiences, and under intense 

political pressure. Constantly facing a crisis may lead to lowering concentration, poor judgment and heightened emotional 

stress.22 

A second psychological effect is moral injury which is experienced when one's actions or the failure of institutions are at odds 

with their moral principles. Where there is ongoing xenophobic violence despite government intervention or where political 

realities restrict the ability of political leaders to protect vulnerable populations, there may be a moral conflict, which can have a 

negative impact on emotional well being and political leaders' confidence in their role.23 

Political conflicts that last long could also lead to burn-out - which involves emotional fatigue, loss of motivation and 

productivity. Constant reporting on xenophobic incidents can cause leaders to become exhausted due to the public criticism, 

media attention and/or political/policy conflict. Burnout can also diminish leadership ability and capacity to develop well-

rounded and data-driven policies.24 It is also strongly correlated with decision fatigue, which occurs when the strain of making 

decision after decision diminishes cognitive capacity and leads to less sound decisions or to short-term political fixes rather than 

long-term policy solutions. 

These psychological pressures also impact public trust. Citizens tend to judge leaders on their actions in the face of xenophobic 

violence, and if the government communicates poorly or fails to act consistently on policy, it is likely to erode citizens' 

confidence in the institutions of government. Lack of trust in the public can also lead to additional political pressure and 

exacerbate leadership stress. Also, the frequent xenophobic violence intoxicates the region and creates a diplomatic tension in 

which neighbouring African countries are requesting more protection for their citizens in South Africa. The political, 

psychological pressure of this diplomatic assessment adds to the psychological pressure on political leaders, and it also has an 

impact on regional cooperation, control of migration and the reputation of South Africa as a champion of Pan-Africanism and 

human rights.25 

5. Discussion 

The literature reviewed shows that xenophobia in South Africa is not only a migration/security problem, but also a psychological, 

legal, political and international governance problem. A psychological perspective suggests that the violence of xenophobia and 

the high level of public discussion puts significant pressure on political leadership to respond to the constitution's duties, 

expectations of the public and diplomatic duties to the region.26 While we are expecting rational decision-making from our 

leaders, there are psychological theories that suggest that leaders are susceptible to the effects of stress, moral injury, burnout 

and fatigue due to an ongoing series of crises, which can impact their judgment, emotional regulation and policy prioritisation, 

especially during extended periods of political instability and social unrest. Such psychological pressures can foster a short-term 

political reaction rather than a long-term governance solution, and thus impact the quality of public policy and institutional 

functioning. 

Equality, dignity, and protection from discrimination are guaranteed under South Africa's robust constitutional and human rights 

framework. South Africa is legally required to stop discrimination and defend vulnerable groups by international agreements like 

the African Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights, the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 

Discrimination, and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Despite this, the ongoing incidence of xenophobic violence 

reveals that these legal protections are not enough if they are not effectively implemented, coordinated in institutions and 

supported by political will. Lack of effective law enforcement, irregular application of the law and administrative problems remain 

obstacles to upholding constitutional rights and public trust in government institutions. 

 

                                                             
22 Richard S Lazarus and Susan Folkman, Stress, Appraisal, and Coping (Springer 1984).  

23 Brett T Litz and others, 'Moral Injury and Moral Repair in War Veterans: A Preliminary Model and Intervention Strategy' (2009)  

24 Brett T Litz and others, 'Moral Injury and Moral Repair in War Veterans: A Preliminary Model and Intervention Strategy' (2009)  

25 African Union Commission, Agenda 2063 

26 Richard S Lazarus and Susan Folkman, Stress, Appraisal, and Coping (Springer 1984);  
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Leadership choices are also shaped by the intensity of electoral competition, public opinion, party politics and media stories, as 

underlined by political science literature. When times are tough, migration can be a sensitive political topic and can present 

leadership with the challenge of balancing humanitarian considerations against domestic political considerations. Political 

discourse can then shape public attitudes through an effect of either supporting constitutional values or an unanticipated 

reinforcement of anti-immigrant attitudes.27 The reciprocal relationship between psychology and politics underscores the critical 

need of responsible-leadership communication, evidence-based policy making and transparent governance. Consistent 

messages from political leaders which denounce xenophobic violence are more likely to contribute to institutional legitimacy 

and to ease social tensions. 

The media is also a powerful player in the creation of perception on migration and political leadership. Rumors about 

xenophobic incidents, if not continuously broadcast in the media, can raise public fear, heighten political pressure and impact 

government policy interventions. Trained reporting can contribute to social cohesion and social education, but sensational 

reporting can contribute to stereotypes and exacerbate social differences. Therefore, there is a need for cooperation between 

government institutions, civil society organizations and the media to provide the population with accurate information and 

mitigate the propagation of misinformation regarding migration.28 

Xenophobic violence impacts South Africa's international relations not only because of its effect within the country but also 

because of its repercussions on diplomatic relations with other nations like Nigeria, Zambia, Malawi and Zimbabwe.29 Attacks on 

foreigners on a regular basis undermine regional integration, affect trust in the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA), 

and conflict with South Africa's leadership in the African Union. Trade, tourism, labor mobility, and regional security cooperation 

may all be impacted by the diplomatic divisions brought about by the xenophobic attacks. As one of Africa's largest economies, 

South Africa has an obligation to set an example in line with the values of human rights, regional solidarity, and pan-Africanism. 

Overall, there is some evidence that more than legal reform is needed to address xenophobia. The key is to combine 

psychological support for leaders, more rigorous legal enforcement, good political leadership and diplomatic cooperation in the 

region. Governments need to enhance institutional accountability, develop ethical leadership training in public service, 

strengthen migration governance and promote evidence-based policymaking and migration research. The most holistic 

perspective for combating xenophobia, enhancing democratic governance and fostering peaceful coexistence in Africa is an 

interdisciplinary one which draws on a combination of psychology, constitutional law, political science and international 

relations. 

 

6. Findings 

The literature review reveals that xenophobia in South Africa is a complex issue and its impact is psychological, legal, political 

and regional. The first key insight is that xenophobic rhetoric and outbreaks of anti-immigrant violence place significant 

psychological strains on politicians. Political leaders have a dual responsibility for order maintenance and protection of 

constitutional rights, but this responsibility is frequently being handled at politically polarised settings where political interests 

clash, media is highly present, and public expectation is high. Leadership effectiveness could be impacted, and policy priorities 

shaped, by the prolonged exposure to these conditions which may lead to leadership stress, emotional exhaustion, moral injury, 

and decision fatigue, according to the literature.30 

Secondly, in terms of human rights protection, South Africa boasts one of the strongest constitutional and legal frameworks in 

Africa. The Republic of South Africa's 1996 Constitution and court rulings like Khosa v. Minister of Social Development, Minister 

of Home Affairs v. Watchenuka, and Union of Refugee Women v. Director: Private Security Industry Regulatory Authority amply 

illustrates the legal framework's dedication to advancing equality, dignity, and protection from discrimination. Furthermore, 

South Africa must protect migrants and refugees in accordance with regional and international human rights instruments like the 

African Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights, the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 

Discrimination, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.31 

                                                             
27 Khosa v Minister of Social Development 2004 (6) SA 505 (CC); Minister of Home Affairs v Watchenuka 2004 (4) SA 326 (SCA).  

28 Loren B Landau, Exorcising the Demons Within: Xenophobia, Violence and Statecraft in Contemporary South Africa (Wits University 
Press 2011);  

29 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (adopted 10 December 1948) UNGA Res 217 A  

30 Richard S Lazarus and Susan Folkman, Stress, Appraisal, and Coping (Springer 1984);  

31 Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996; Khosa v Minister of Social Development 2004 (6) SA 505 (CC);  
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The third finding is that the problem is not the lack of legal safeguards, but implementation and institutional coordination is 

weak. Political rhetoric, uneven law enforcement, inefficiencies in administration and negative public sentiment about migrants 

are all recurring themes in the literature as challenges in effectively implementing the constitutional and international 

commitments. This is why the implementation of the laws remains a huge challenge, perpetuating the recurrent xenophobic 

incidents and lack of trust in the state institutions. 

One of the other key insights is that political and social pressures have an important impact on leadership decision-making. 

Government reactions to migration and xenophobia are often influenced by public opinion, electoral competition, economic 

uncertainty and media narratives. In the context of constitutional and international human rights obligations, there can be 

tensions faced by leaders between the two requirements of meeting international human rights and complying with domestic 

political pressures. This political psychology and governance connection shows an ethical leadership, emotional intelligence, and 

evidence-based policy-making are key to minimising the impact of short-term political agendas on migration policy.32 

Additionally, the analysis comes to the conclusion that xenophobic violence has regional ramifications that extend well beyond 

South Africa. The diplomatic conflicts with Nigeria, Zimbabwe, Malawi, and Zambia are examples of how domestic governance 

issues can affect bilateral relationships, regional cooperation, labor mobility, and economic integration. The African Union's 

standing as a pioneer in advancing Pan-Africanism, continental integration, and the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) 

is negatively impacted by ongoing attacks on foreign nationals. These findings indicate that, since xenophobia is a regional issue 

including the African Union, the Southern African Development Community, the United Nations, and state governments, 

coordinated responses are required.  

Last but not least, an important interdisciplinary gap is identified. The literature in psychology and psychology-related social 

sciences generally concerned with stress, burnout and leadership behaviours, and the literature of law and law-related social 

sciences mainly with constitutional rights and institutional accountability. Political science literature, on the other hand, 

concentrates on governance and electoral dynamics. Very few studies combine psychology, constitutionalism, political science, 

and international relations to shed light on the impact of xenophobic discourse on the well-being of leaders, policy making and 

regional diplomacy. The study, therefore, shows the importance of an interdisciplinary approach in understanding xenophobia 

both as a psychological problem and a governance issue, and offers a more solid basis for future policy making and academic 

research. 

7. Recommendations 

7.1 United Nations Solutions 

The UN should monitor and respond to xenophobic violence in South Africa and other African countries more actively. The 

Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) needs to conduct regular assessments to monitor 

the application of international human rights commitments and early warning signs of violence and discrimination. 

In order to help regional migration governance create efficient refugee protection systems, the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) ought to provide more financial and technical support. to facilitate the procedures for 

asylum seeking and to support community integration programmes, thereby minimising administrative problems and facilitating 

the protection of vulnerable migrant populations.33 

In addition, the UN should encourage political leaders, law enforcement and public officials to undergo compulsory human 

rights and diversity training, in a manner that is based on international human rights standards. These programmes should focus 

on equality, non-discrimination, conflict prevention and ethical leadership. Furthermore, enhanced partnership working between 

UN agencies, African governments and civil society organisations can be promoted for the purpose of creating coordinated 

migration policies and enhancing public education; as well as strengthening social cohesion in Africa. 

7.2 African Union Solutions 

In order to protect migrants, the African Union (AU) should also improve the implementation of the African Charter on Human 

and Peoples' Rights (ACHPR) by stepping up compliance monitoring and pressuring member states to follow the ACHPR's 

recommendations.34 More accountability would help to strengthen the protection of migrants and the continental human rights 

standards. 

                                                             
32 Daniel Goleman, Leadership: The Power of Emotional Intelligence (More Than Sound 2011) 

33 Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996; Universal Declaration of Human Rights (adopted 10 December 1948) UNGA Res 217 
A (III)  

34African Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights (adopted 27 June 1981, entered into force 21 October 1986)   
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The AU should also strengthen its migration policy for the continent, which should focus on regional cooperation and the 

movement of labour, and promote safe and secure migration, while taking into account the socio-economic aspects that 

contribute to xenophobia. An early-warning system for xenophobic violence in Africa would help member states to detect 

emerging tensions and alert them before they lead to violent conflict. 

The African Union should be more active in mediation during times of xenophobic unrest, including dialogue between states 

that are affected, peaceful conflict resolution and diplomacy. There should also be routine regional leadership meetings with a 

diverse group of stakeholders – including governments, researchers, civil society organisations and migration experts – to share 

best practices on migration governance and conflict prevention. 

7.3 South African Executive Solutions 

The National Action Plan to Combat Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia, and Related Intolerance should be fully 

implemented by the South African government with adequate financing, appropriate oversight, and quantifiable goals. If put 

into practice, it would enhance institutional responsibility and increase protection for migrants and refugees.⁴ 

The Presidency should introduce national leadership communication guidelines for public officials to be responsible and 

evidence-based communicators when talking about migration and national security. Positive political communication can help to 

counter misinformation, combat hate speech and boost trust in the public. 

There should also be a strengthening of Cabinet-level coordination for the implementation of anti-xenophobe initiatives through 

the establishment of an inter-ministerial committee that will be responsible for overseeing the anti-xenophobe initiatives of the 

Departments of Home Affairs, Justice, Police, Education, Health and Social Development. Community cohesion programmes 

should be scaled up and extended to involve local governments, traditional leaders, religious groups and civil society, to foster 

dialogue and peaceful coexistence amongst communities. In addition, greater investment in police training and improved 

prosecution of xenophobic offences should be given priority to boost public trust in the criminal justice system and to prevent 

future acts of violence. 

7.4 Academic Research Solutions 

It is suggested that a special political psychology research centre for universities and research institutions dedicated to the study 

of leadership behavior, migration governance, conflict prevention and democratic resilience should be established. These would 

provide evidence for the national and regional policy making process. 

Leadership resilience programmes should be designed for political leaders and senior public officials to enhance their stress 

management, ethical decision making, emotional intelligence and crisis leadership. Psychological support services and an 

ongoing professional development programme should be included in these programmes. 

Comparative studies of xenophobia, migration governance and political leadership, for example, between countries across Africa, 

such as Nigeria, Zimbabwe, Malawi, Zambia and Kenya should also be encouraged. Research across countries would pinpoint 

recurring problems and effective policy responses that can be replicated across the continent. 

Finally, there is a need to further promote interdisciplinary collaboration between psychologists, legal experts, political scientists, 

international relations experts and policymakers that will yield evidence-based, interdisciplinary migration policies. This 

partnership would help to build governance, enhance public policy and help to promote sustainable peace and social cohesion 

in the region. 

8. Conclusion 

This study looks at the psychological impact of xenophobia on political leadership in South Africa, and its regional implications 

for governance and cooperation. The results show that xenophobic violence has a significant impact on the psychological 

burden on political leaders, with effects on stress, moral harm, burnout and decision paralysis. The psychological issues affect the 

performance of leaders, the public presentation of their message, and the creation of policies in times of political instability and 

social unrest. 

The report also found that human rights are protected in South Africa by international and African regional human rights 

treaties, and that the country has a strong constitutional and legal framework. Although the African Charter on Human and 

Peoples' Rights, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and the Constitution offer a strong foundation for preserving 

equality and preventing discrimination, the ongoing xenophobic violence in South Africa indicates that there are significant gaps 

in institutional coordination, implementation, and enforcement if the problem of preventing xenophobia is to be resolved 

without sustained political commitment. 
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