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ABSTRACT/SYNOPSIS 

This essay analyzes the psychological and structural mutations that drive a liberated society 

into a state of systemic exclusion. By examining the structural collapse of Weimar Germany 

alongside the contemporary socio-economic crisis in post-apartheid South Africa, Cyprian 

Edward-Ekpo argues that xenophobia and fascism are not mere moral deviations. Instead, they 

are predictable psychological byproducts of chronic material and intellectual deprivation, and 

that, as regard to South Africa experience it is largely material deprivation while there are 

equally evil-delusion aspect in other world history experiences. When a state fails to deliver 

structural economic redistribution or sustain knowledge system, it triggers a collective 

'narcissistic injury' among its populace. To survive this loss of dignity, the human mind 

constructs an imaginary 'right of exclusion,' which is subsequently weaponized by grassroots 

vigilantes and institutionalized by vulnerable political elites to redirect public rage away from 

the state and onto the migrant. 
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I. The Anatomy of Illusion: From Liberation to Shattered Hope 

To understand the cyclical nature of human cruelty, we must look back at the regimes that 

inflicted catastrophic suffering on humanity—most notably, the devastating rise of Nazi 

Germany under Adolf Hitler. Historically, the roots of Nazism demonstrate a direct, symbiotic 

link between intense xenophobia, state-sanctioned racial supremacy, and severe economic 

anxiety. 

In stark contrast to that dark era, South Africa emerged three decades ago as a global symbol 

of human triumph. Following a grueling struggle against the oppressive apartheid regime, the 

nation transitioned into a celebrated democracy. The inauguration of Nelson Mandela and the 

groundbreaking efforts of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission aimed to foster national 

healing, offering the world a blueprint for unity and restorative justice. 

Today, however, that optimistic vision has largely collapsed. The material promises of the 

democratic transition have failed to materialize for the vast majority, and demonstrates the 

following proclivities: 

 Economic Disparity: A minuscule fraction of the Black majority holds land ownership or 

controls the means of production, leaving racial capitalism largely intact. 

 Systemic Inequality: Wealth gaps are not only severe but actively widening, making South 

Africa one of the most unequal societies on earth. 

 Mass Unemployment: Nearly half of the working-age population remains without 

employment, trapping generations in a cycle of poverty. 

As economic desperation deepens, the political landscape has shifted. The early Pan-African 

ideals of unity that fueled the liberation struggle no longer animate popular politics. Instead, 

the society has turned to a familiar scapegoat: African immigrants from neighboring nations. 

This raises a critical question: Is the current wave of anti-immigrant sentiment a temporary 

crisis, or does it signal the rise of a permanent politics of exclusion and viciousness? 

II. Theoretical Foundations: Realistic Conflict and the Authoritarian Mind 

Integrating established sociological and psychological frameworks reveals that the trajectories 

of 1930s Germany and modern South Africa are bound by identical social-psychological 

dynamics. 

1. Realistic Conflict Theory and the Illusion of Scarcity 

Muzafer Sherif’s Realistic Conflict Theory (RCT) posits that intergroup hostility arises from 

direct competition over limited, valuable resources. When resources are perceived as a zero-

sum game, prejudice escalates from passive dislike to active aggression. 

In the 1930s, the Weimar Republic collapsed under the weight of the Great Depression, 

hyperinflation, and the punitive economic penalties of the Treaty of Versailles. The Nazi party 

weaponized RCT, convincing a desperate public that the Jewish minority was monopolizing 
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wealth and deliberately choking the German economy. In contemporary South Africa, 

structural unemployment operates as the systemic trigger. Grassroots movements frame 

African immigrants as direct threats who "steal jobs," drain public healthcare, and dominate 

the informal township economy. 

2. The Authoritarian Personality and 'Narcissistic Injury' 

In 1950, Theodor Adorno and his colleagues developed the theory of the Authoritarian 

Personality to explain how ordinary citizens are psychologically priced to support fascist 

regimes. Adorno argued that severe social and economic instability causes a collective 

"narcissistic injury"—a crushing blow to individual identity and economic dignity. To cope, 

individuals project their anxieties onto a rigid social hierarchy, craving an authoritarian figure 

or movement to restore their sense of dominance. 

"The potentially fascist individual is a product of a standardized mass culture 

that has robbed people of their autonomy, pushing them to seek a collective ego 

to escape their own material powerlessness." 

— Theodor Adorno, The Authoritarian Personality 

When a population suffers from a "pain of ego" induced by either material poverty or 

intellectual poverty or both, they manufacture an imaginary, inherent "right of exclusion". By 

convincing themselves that they belong to an exclusive in-group (whether it is the Nazi 

Volksgemeinschaft or a nationalistic baseline that discards older Pan-African liberation ideals), 

they reclaim a false sense of control by subjugating a vulnerable out-group. 

III. The Mechanics of Street Vigilantism: From Soweto to the Fringes 

The physical manifestation of this psychological shift is starkly illustrated in Soweto, a historic 

township southwest of Johannesburg. Soweto was once the global epicenter of anti-apartheid 

resistance, home to Nelson Mandela, and the birthplace of the promise of a free, Pan-African 

democratic transition. Yet, it became the launchpad for Operation Dudula—an anti-migrant 

civic movement whose name means "to force out" or "push back" in isiZulu—which rapidly 

morphed into a nationwide political party. 

 

Psychological Mechanism Nazi Germany (1930s–

1940s) 

Modern South Africa 

(2020s) 

The Scapegoat Mechanism Jewish population blamed 

for hyperinflation and post-

WWI collapse. 

African immigrants blamed 

for structural unemployment 

and overextended 

infrastructure. 
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Dehumanization Rhetoric Pseudo-scientific racial 

hierarchies and state-

sponsored propaganda. 

Populist framing of 

undocumented immigrants as 

security threats and 

criminals. 

The 'Right of Exclusion' Aryan supremacy and the 

pursuit of Lebensraum 

(living space). 

Exclusionary nationalism 

that discards older, unifying 

Pan-African liberation 

ideals. 

 

Operation Dudula’s methods mirror the street-level intimidation tactics seen in historical 

exclusionary regimes. Groups march through townships, demanding to see legal 

documentation, forcing migrant-owned informal shops to close, and conducting unauthorized 

citizenship checks. 

Furthermore, civic groups like March and March have enacted crude blockades outside public 

hospitals to prevent foreign nationals from accessing healthcare. By flattening all nuances of 

immigration into a singular narrative of crime, these movements justify their lawlessness as a 

patriotic act of self-defense, effectively turning average citizens into decentralized, unregulated 

border police. 

IV. The Architecture of Complicity: State Validation and Bureaucratized Exclusion 

These grassroots movements do not operate in a vacuum; their psychological "right of 

exclusion" has been steadily fueled, legitimized, and 

weaponized by mainstream political elites seeking to 

shield themselves from public rage. 

Rather than dismantling the complex architecture of 

inequality, politicians discovered that the migrant was a 

highly useful lightning rod. The trajectory has shifted 

from implicit tolerance of xenophobic attitudes to 

explicit legislative policy and campaign strategy. During 

major elections, major political factions—spanning the 

ANC, the center-right ActionSA, and Jacob Zuma’s 

populist uMkhonto weSizwe (MK) Party—increasingly 

converged on anti-immigrant messaging to capture votes. 

When populist leaders who advocate for mass 

deportations and border closures are elevated into 

coalition governments, the state effectively validates the 

psychological claims of the vigilante. When confronted 

with public unrest, official state responses often mimic 

the grievances of the crowd. Even while urging 

adherence to the rule of law, state machinery accelerates targeted raids and highly publicized 

 

“ 
When a state induces institutional 

failure—marked by economic 

stagnation, mass unemployment, and a 

void of intellectual and spiritual 

consciousness—society reverts to a 

baseline of survival that inevitably 

drives the psyche of the populace 
toward aggressive tribalism. It is far 

easier for a demagogue to validate a 

population's imaginary right of 

exclusion, thereby turning the 

desperate against the dispossessed and 

governing through institutionalized 

division and exclusion. 

” 
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enforcement sweeps, functionally reinforcing the narrative that the migrant is the core threat to 

public infrastructure. 

This shift has not gone entirely uncontested. Left-populist figures like Julius Malema of the 

Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF) have pushed back sharply against this rising tide, branding 

modern anti-immigrant activities as "Afrophobia". Malema argues that targeting fellow 

Africans is a devastating psychological trick—a colonial hangover that prompts the 

dispossessed to fight one another for crumbs, while leaving the deep-seated economic 

structures of racial capitalism completely untouched. 

V. Conclusion: Why Moralizing Fails a Material Crisis 

Ultimately, the transformation of South Africa’s political landscape confirms a bleak reality. 

Xenophobia is not an abstract moral failing; it is a predictable psychological byproduct of either 

chronic material deprivation or intellectual bankruptcy or both. Therefore, moral condemnation 

and anti-xenophobia awareness campaigns are fundamentally ineffective because they treat a 

structural disease with a rhetorical cure. 

When a state induces institutional failure—marked by economic stagnation, mass 

unemployment, and a void of intellectual and spiritual consciousness—society reverts to 

a baseline of survival that inevitably drives the psyche of the populace toward aggressive 

tribalism. It is far easier for a demagogue to validate a population's imaginary right of 

exclusion, thereby turning the desperate against the dispossessed and governing through 

institutionalized division and exclusion. Changing the material structure of a society is 

incredibly difficult at this stage; it requires confronting entrenched affluence and 

systemic corruption through a constitutional overhaul, the failure of which will, over 

time, lead to a hostile and violent revolution. 

 

 

 
~ Prof. Cyprian Edward-Ekpo is a globally renowned legal scholar, author, public international 
law, and petroleum & environmental law specialist, and human rights advocate. He is widely 
recognized for his leadership roles in global and regional legal research institutions, as well as 
his outspoken public commentary on governance, constitutional law, and international 
relations. He can be reached via email: cyprian.edward@uniserl.education and 
cyprian.edward@ilawdun.us  

mailto:cyprian.edward@uniserl.education
mailto:cyprian.edward@ilawdun.us

