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REFLECTIONS
FrOM THE FACILITATORS CEReflections

from the FACILITATORS

As the social cohesion community 
conversation pilot programme drew to a 
close, the Nelson Mandela Foundation spoke 

to regional facilitators to find out what they had 
experienced in communities around South Africa. 
They provided feedback on the programme, the ups 
and downs and rewarding moments from their work 
with their local communities.

“On behalf of the facilitators 
from Gauteng: the road has 
not been easy. It has had 
its ups and downs, and the 
dialogue and conversation 
has been very interesting. 
I learnt a lot from the 
communities, and we still 
have a lot to learn. We 
have learnt the dynamics of 
different communities. You 
might think the community 
is one, but I tell you there 
are a lot of different, 
divergent versions within the community [that] you will 
only know if you go down to the grassroots. 

“The facilitators have taken a step further. A journey of a 
thousand miles starts somewhere. The Nelson Mandela 
Foundation started it for us and it is up to communities to 
take it forward. 

“I don’t think this is the end; it is just a starting point for 
us and the operating partners within the community. I am 

humbled by the communities and it is up to us to take 
[the dialogue] forward, to solve the ills within our own 
communities – not only xenophobia, but other issues. I 
wish you the best and let’s continue with the hard work.” 
– Abdul Hassan, Gauteng regional facilitator

“It has been a journey filled with experience and 
emotions, where you find your heart yearning because of 
[those] experiences ... I cannot single out one area, but 

those seven community 
conversations that we did 
have, we experienced so 
many challenges within
the community. 

“[The dialogue process] 
opened up the platform 
where communities could 
express themselves and 
tackle challenges. In 
areas like Jeffrey’s Bay, 
soon after engagement, 
the migrant community 

decided to be more involved in the experience to bring 
the community together. Through our experience we 
have encountered a gap between government and 
people which erupts in violence. 

“As a migrant I have realised that we were pointing 
fingers at the communities but these communities have 
an apartheid history that has impacted on them.” – 
Roderick Chimombe, Eastern Cape regional 
facilitator

IT’S BEEN A GREAT JOURNEY, SEEiNG PEOPLE

GETTING INVOLVED 
iN THiS WORK WiTH THEiR HEARTS
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communities have undertaken these journeys that we 
will have a change. 

“We identified that there is a need for a moral 
regeneration; there is a great need for rebuilding family 
relationships and family values. We also acknowledge 
that it’s only when these things have been achieved that 
we will develop a relationship with community members 
and community members with each other.” – Mary Tal, 
Western Cape regional facilitator 
 
“Much has been said today, but I 
would like to reflect on the team. This 
has been a unique training and it has 
been so special in terms of growth. 
We didn’t have to go far to learn about 
different communities. We are here 
learning about different communities 
within the group and I think that has 
equipped us to go out and learn from 
the different communities. 

“This process has given us space to 
learn about ourselves and be self-
aware about our work and those around us and the goal 
we are working towards. If we are able to come together 
and be united as different people, different genders, 
different cultures and different ethnic groups, we are 
able to then achieve that somehow in the communities. 

“Thanks to Bea [Abrahams] and Ken [Mutuma, 
implementing partners of the community conversations 
project].” – Ntombi Mcoyi, Western Cape 
regional facilitator 

“Mpumalanga is a little bit different to the rest of the 
country as you’ll find the province is bordered by three 
major countries where it is the easiest and quickest way 
to cross into South Africa. We found that through the 
facilitation we opened our minds. For me it was a turning 
point and we learnt a lot from our experiences and 
integrated with people and discovered what is hidden in 
their hearts that they can’t talk openly about. 

“We also discovered that Community Capacity 
Enhancement [CCE] was so swift and quick to get 

people talking. The CCE is the most 
extraordinary tool that can heal Africa 
and the world. 

“I ask you to develop the ability to 
absorb – you have to have the ability 
to get everything into the mind – and 
then develop the ability to respond. 
Finally, is the ability to reflect – how 
do you interact with people and how 
do you handle people? 

“To sum up, I will say thanks to Ken 
and Bea and especially the facilitators.” – Magan 
Dahir, Mpumalanga regional facilitator 

“The CCE offered fabulous and amazing training. I did not 
work on the programme but I would like to acknowledge 
that it has been a life-long desire to make a difference. 
I have been involved in my community and community 
activities and I have managed ... even if there were some 
challenges, to get the system of the CCE running with the 
knowledge I got from the Nelson Mandela Foundation. 

“The experience has been a wonderful journey that has 
seen us grow and develop. It has been emotional at the 
same time and has enabled us to create a space for the 
community. As Nelson Mandela said, dialogue is the 
ability to listen and speak after you have listened, and this 
programme has granted us that opportunity. 

“People had so much hope and I [have] the feeling that 
we have left them at a vulnerable stage; at a time when 
there is a real need for healing and development to 
take place. It is our dream that we would not like to part 
today but, instead, unite and form pools or networks and 
draw support. The challenge is continuity and that is an 
element we hope for.

“I would like to thank the Nelson Mandela Foundation for 
the opportunity to be part of this great name and for the 
skills we have acquired. Thank you for accompanying 
and supporting us through the process.” – Gugu 
Shelembe, KwaZulu-Natal regional facilitator

“The thing I will miss most is the fun that I had in this 
space. This space created an opportunity for me to feel 
young again, to play and be human again. 

“When we went into communities, the most emotional 
experiences were the deep divisions that still exist in 
these communities. There was lots of pain and hurt, 
and we dealt with people who had not even begun to 
approach healing themselves. We came into contact 
with people who battle poverty, racism, unemployment 
and sexism. We encountered people who need basic 
services. What this resulted in was a deep hatred of the 
other. We found that the community needs to heal and it 
is an important journey for the community to take as we 
need to redefine trust and self-dignity. 

“We may not continue the journey with them to the 
end, but we definitely think that there is a need for 
these communities to journey to the end of this healing 
process. With or without us, [it is] only when these 

“If we are able to come 
together and be united 
as different people, 
different genders, 
different cultures and 
different ethnic groups, 
we are able to then 
achieve that somehow 
in the communities.”
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“The personal development I acquired was the 
maximum ... the skill of thinking differently and now I 
have the potential to approach matters in response to 
a community’s needs. I now also have the skills go into 
dialogues and ask for constant follow ups. 

“Bea Abrahams, Ken Mutuma and the Nelson Mandela 
Foundation show commitment to making a difference 
in people’s lives.” – Tewodros Kethama Areda, 
Community Capacity Enhancement trainer 

“I would like to say how pleased I am to be part of this 
process. Growth has been real in the past two years. 
We have grown in many ways but, most importantly, we 
have grown internally. We’ve grown in our evaluations, 
in our perspectives and the way we look at things. 
We’ve grown out of our biases, not just us but the 
communities that we are part of. 

“I’d like to thank the Nelson 
Mandela Foundation for 
allowing us to be part of 
process that can leave 
meaning in the hearts of 
people that matter. 

“It has been very special to be 
able to invest our lives 
in that process, to go through 
those challenges. Friends 
are made through struggle 
and success. I remember Mpumalanga, Western Cape, 
and Atteridgeville. We share a bond [that is] beyond 
professional and develop relationships that are deeper 
than [those between] colleagues. 

“I would also like to thank Bea. The process has had 
so many challenges, you struggle to stay sane, and 
I am blessed to be proximate to a psychiatrist [Bea 
Abrahams]. Thank you for your companionship and 
presence. When I think of you, the words integrity and 
honesty come to mind. I would also like to say thanks to 
the [Foundation] staff and Mothomang [Diaho, head of 
the Dialogue Programme] – we talked so often and you 
presented us with good leadership. 

“I will leave you with an expression of hope. I think hope 
feeds us and creates a sense that what we started won’t 
end.” – Ken Mutuma, implementing partner 
 
“I would like to thank all of you. When you walk through 
life you encounter people. There are times when I know, 
no matter what happens, I will leave a part of my heart 
behind. I have lived so much of my life as a migrant in 
South Africa and in different countries trying to negotiate 
the psychological space. I made a commitment to never 
leave this road. 

“Though I came back to South Africa, I’m not sure 
I understand it; in the past two years I have tried to 
understand it and I am beginning to feel that a part of 
me belongs in South Africa.

“The community conversation experience and your 
stories helped to integrate different parts and now 

they fit in me. Thank you, 
because each one of you 
makes up so much of who 
I am. 

“Thank you to Ken 
[Mutuma]. Though it’s been 
two and a half years, our 
friendship feels ancient. 
Ken has brought a sense 
of humour and intellect 
and both of those are 

so appealing to me. Working with you has been so 
meaningful and I could not have done all this without you. 

“I would like to thank the Nelson Mandela Foundation 
– it was an opportunity to work within an institution with 
such significance and the integrity that it stands for. 
Thank you to the Foundation staff, Yase Godlo, Molly 
Loate and Lee Davies. 

“Motho [Mothomang Diaho] provided leadership – what 
she enabled us to do is be creative, she trusted us and 
gave us the space to explore our own understanding of 
things and push the boundaries.” – Bea Abrahams, 
implementing partner 
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Foundation thanks 

facilitators
for their contribution 

Foundation thanks 

facilitators
for their contribution 

The Seminar on Dialogue for Social Change 
was an opportunity for the Nelson Mandela 
Foundation to recognise the significant 

contribution of the regional facilitators to the 
success of the two-year pilot programme. As a 
small measure of its appreciation, the Foundation 
arranged for a special awards ceremony for the 
facilitators involved in the programme. 

At the ceremony, Foundation Information and 
Communication Manager Sello Hatang said, “I’m so 
honoured to have the opportunity to thank you here 
today. Your efforts have not gone unnoticed in the 
office, in the country and, I think, the continent. We all 
appreciate your efforts.”

Hatang encouraged the facilitators to return to their 
communities and continue the good work that they 
had started with the help of the Foundation. He 
then acknowledged the work that the facilitators 
and implementing partners had completed through 
the programme, saying that this was featured in the 
Foundation’s 2010 annual report. 

“Hopefully [the annual report] will be teaching a lot of 
people about the kind of work that you had to do,” he said.

Hatang encouraged the facilitators and implementing 
partners to continue their work and build on the strong 
base that the Foundation has assisted in creating. He 
called on the participants to continue the work in the spirit 
of the Mandela Day initiative, a call to action for individuals 
to work to make the world around them a better place.

Hatang acknowledged the hard work of the project’s 
implementing partners, Bea Abrahams and Ken 
Mutuma: “The two people that we want to single out, 
Bea and Ken, your hard work will be rewarded – maybe 
not now, but way into the future when there is no more 
prejudice in the country and the continent.”

He also thanked the various partners who had 
worked with the Foundation to make the community 
conversation programme possible, encouraging them to 
continue their good work. 

All the community conversations facilitators were 
recognised for completing the Community Capacity 
Enhancement training and the two-year programme, 
receiving certificates of acknowledgment. 

“We’d like to thank you all for the hard work that you’ve 
put in to this,” Hatang said in closing. “Thank you.”

Your efforts have not gone unnoticed 
in the office, in the country and, I think, 

the continent
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Looking back 
on the social cohesion dialogues

Looking back 
on the social cohesion dialogues

In May 2008, xenophobic violence erupted in 
communities around South Africa, killing 62 and 
displacing as many as 50 000 people within the 

country. Local and international media carried images 
of burning shacks, armed mobs and overcrowded 
refugee centres. 

At the time, feelings of uneasiness, hatred, anger, 
loss and uncertainty about the future were pervasive. 
Relations between migrants and locals reflected these 
emotions – communication was difficult, and neighbours 
often did not know whether to embrace one another or 
join the fighting. 

In an effort to come to terms with the violence – and to 
ensure it did not recur – the Nelson Mandela Foundation’s 
Dialogue Programme launched the social cohesion 
dialogues, a pilot project that aimed to inculcate a culture 
of dialogue in communities around 
the country. For the past two 
years, the Dialogue Programme 
has engaged with communities to 
promote peaceful co-existence.

The project’s implementing team of Bea Abrahams and 
Ken Mutuma – both experienced in the area of forced 
migration and human rights – was central to the success 
of the dialogue process. Abrahams and Mutuma recently 
reflected on the community conversations programme, 
considering the project’s successes and challenges.

Mutuma and Abrahams said one of the main challenges 
to the project’s success was the disjuncture between 

government structures and communities, with 
communities lacking faith in government’s capacity to 
fulfil their social and security needs. 

“Because they [the communities] are marginalised, they 
know they have rights but can’t access those rights,” 
said Abrahams. “They don’t trust their government and 
the structures in place to protect them.”

As a result, communities often developed informal 
structures, which acted as powerful gatekeepers. These 
structures sometimes hindered engagement, obstructing 
the path to social cohesion.

The poverty and inequality that is prevalent in so many 
of South Africa’s communities also proved a challenge 
for social cohesion. According to Abrahams, the project 
opened her eyes to the growing gap between the 

“haves” and “have-nots”, and the 
effect of this on social cohesion. 
Because the poor felt marginalised 
and excluded, she said, they did 
not tap into their full potential. She 
also noted the moral degradation 

that seemed to accompany poverty – the increase in 
substance abuse and the extent to which people felt 
they had no rights.

It was through the community conversations process 
that communities could debate such issues and develop 
the capacity to manage them. According to Mutuma, 
this provided the basis for one of the most successful 
aspects of the dialogue process: communities taking 

“Because the communities 
are marginalised, they 
know they have rights but 
can’t access those rights.”
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the initiative to build partnerships and put their own 
structures in place to manage tensions. 

In particular, he referred to a community in KwaZulu-Natal, 
where migrants and South African nationals had been 
at loggerheads. “In that community we created a space 
where people could dialogue,” he said. “We were able 
to put together community based committees and those 
have started to do lots of great things, including organising 
cultural programmes without our facilitation.”

These local forums 
have become central to 
ameliorating tensions 
in communities, as they 
provide a platform
 for locals and migrants 
to explore and resolve 
common issues. 

The KwaZulu-Natal 
community has also 
embarked on a journey to 
open a multicultural centre, 
where migrants and locals 
can come together and learn 
about each other’s cultures 
and traditions. Such actions 
encouraged migrants and locals to be open-minded 
and embrace each other’s cultures so they can co-exist 
peacefully, said Mutuma.

“When you share languages and cultures you increase 
awareness of the other. It is the same as greeting 
people in their own dialect; even if they don’t want to 
smile, they will because it’s a form of goodwill.”

The social cohesion dialogue process was rewarding 
on a personal level too, said Mutuma. It challenged 
his preconceived ideas about life in South Africa’s 
communities, giving him a deeper understanding of 
“what people go through each day”. It also motivated 
him to continue working to close the gap between 
neighbours and encourage people to practise ubuntu.

“It was a privilege for me because not many people get 
the opportunity of seeing transformation and being part of 
that transformation. The conversations have infused in me 

a long-term ambition to 
want to see that element 
of social cohesion in 
communities. I am 
grateful to have been a 
change agent and it’s 
been great walking the 
journey with people in the 
communities.”

A central lesson that 
Mutuma has drawn 
from the project is that 
transformation does not 
happen overnight. The 
process of empowerment 
requires long-term 

thinking – “an attitude for a marathon”.

“As implementing partners we need to emphasise the 
shift from negative to positive thinking among people,” 
he said. “People need to stop complaining and open 
their eyes to see the strength they carry within them. As 
soon as that happens, tremendous things will happen in 
their lives.” 

W h e n  yo u  s h a r e  l a n g ua g e s  a n d  c u lt u r e s  yo u

increase awareness 
of the other. It is the same as greeting people in their own dialect; 
even if they don’t want to smile, they will because it’s a form of goodwill
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Feedback
from the implementing partners Feedback

from the implementing partners 

With the social cohesion community 
conversations completed, the project’s 
implementing partners, Bea Abrahams 

and Ken Mutuma, had a chance to reflect on the 
pilot project and report on their key findings.

When the project was conceptualised in 2008, the 
Nelson Mandela Foundation decided that the community 
conversations model was ideal for the South African 
context. South Africans have traditionally used 
dialogue and public engagement to resolve a range of 
community issues, and processes such as the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission proved the suitability of the 
public participation model. 

The Community Capacity Enhancement methodology, 
which the Foundation adopted from the United Nations 
Development Programme, recognises – and taps into 
– the inherent knowledge, expertise and capacity of 
communities. The model uses a cyclical format and 
variety of tools to bring about transformative change 
within communities. 

The dialogue process itself is premised on co-operation, 
with key stakeholders in a community engaging in 
dialogue in a safe space, allowing participants to 
candidly address issues causing tension within 
the community. 

“Grassroots communities are demanding spaces in 
which they can talk about their issues, ranging from 
sexual and gender-based violence to creating more 
inclusive, participative processes for deepening 

democracy,” said Abrahams. “In their quest for overall 
well-being, equality and social justice, communities on 
the margins of decision-making want the opportunities 
to speak their truths; to feel that they are plotting the 
changes they want to see; to craft and chisel their own 
narrative and to be the custodians of their vision.”

The community conversations process in each of the 
17 communities involved three stages: establishing 
connections with stakeholders and community members 
in preparation for each event; hosting the community 
conversations; and addressing issues that came out of 
the dialogues. 

Said Abrahams: “The main objectives of the dialogues 
[were] to foster and facilitate discussions within 
communities around the critical issues they faced, and 
so bring to the surface often latent or unarticulated 
tensions that classically are barriers to seeking common 
solutions; to create linkages between various community 
stakeholders, and between communities and the 
relevant policy makers; and to help build the capacity 
that enables communities to take ownership of the 
dialogue process.”

The five main findings from the community conversations 
are explored in more detail below.

Cohesive communities require a supportive 
socio-economic environment 

During the community conversations it became clear 
that socio-economic inequalities were a major hurdle 

South Africans have traditionally used dialogue and

public engagement 
to resolve a range of community issues
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decentralise control of resources to stimulate economic 
activity, encourage skills-sharing and promote community 
driven activities that would lead to self-sufficiency.

Promoting psycho-social healing 

One of the key findings of the pilot programme was 
that South African and migrant communities were at 
loggerheads due to a confluence of psychological 
issues. Interactions between migrants and South 
Africans were coloured by the psychological “baggage” 
migrants carried with them from their homelands and 
that South Africans carried as a result of apartheid. To 
work through these issues, it was felt that community 
forums should be established to promote healing for 
local and migrant communities.

The community of Cato Manor, KwaZulu-Natal, 
prioritised dealing with the historic causes of 
xenophobia, recognising the need to inculcate tolerance 
and respect for the rights of all, including the right of 
migrants in South Africa.

Promoting language as a unifying factor 

The pilot programme found that language was a 
major factor standing in the way of social cohesion 
and encouraging division between local and migrant 
communities. It was felt that language, as used 
colloquially and in the media, contributed to “othering” 
and encouraged exclusion. However, using language 
in a positive manner could encourage dialogue and 
acceptance of diversity and difference. 

Both Abrahams and Mutuma agreed that the community 
conversations process had affirmed the transformative 
effects of dialogue and successfully created a space for 
people to engage with one another. 

One of the key lessons to come out of the conversations 
was that the structural violence wrought by the apartheid 
state had created a climate in which all areas of social 
existence – including housing, education, jobs, wages 
and service delivery – had become politicised. 
Abrahams and Mutuma noted that the community 

conversations approach could be a powerful tool 
in contexts where a historical pattern of exclusion 
underlies societal problems, as it gives a voice to 
those who would otherwise have no say in decision-
making processes. The interactive, inclusive approach 
encourages confidence in participants’ knowledge and 
provides a safe space in which community members 
can express their frustrations and hopes; where they 
can define new relationships unfettered by prejudice.

Despite the safe space that the community 
conversations offered, undercurrents of fear pervaded 
all of the conversations, indicating that local and migrant 
communities came from positions of unequal strength. 
The implementing partners thus advocated a series of 
interventions – of which community conversations form 
one part – to address the underlying causes of violence, 
such as poverty, inequality and patterns of social 
exclusion. 

Looking forward, Abrahams and Mutuma suggested 
that, in the run-up to the local government elections in 
2011, the programme needs to explore strategies and 
tools that facilitate a deeper understanding of conflict 
dynamics, mediation, negotiation and conflict resolution. 
There is also an urgent need to build communities’ 
capacity to embrace constructive alternatives and to 
support strategies for early detection and the prevention 
of violence. 

to building cohesive communities, leaving many feeling 
marginalised and excluded from social, economic and 
political processes and decision-making. The experience 
was common to migrant as well as impoverished South 
African communities. 

The dialogue process in Albert 
Park, KwaZulu-Natal, highlighted 
how poverty and income inequality 
eroded cultural values and 
traditional ways of life, leading to 
the breakdown of the family unit 
and mushrooming drug and alcohol 
abuse and teenage pregnancy. 
An action committee was formed 
to assist the community in conveying their concerns 
regarding liquor permits to the authorities and to integrate 
migrants into the community policing forum. 

Political and institutional frameworks 
are weak

The community conversations found that political and 
institutional frameworks were ill-equipped to build long-
term sustainability, and that their effectiveness was 
undermined by high levels of mistrust and a perceived 
lack of leadership.

There was also a general lack of awareness within 
government institutions about migrants’ rights and 
the range of protection that the Constitution offers. 
Furthermore, it was felt that individuals within these 
institutions tended to display deep-seated xenophobic 
attitudes.

In Atteridgeville, Gauteng, community members felt 
that government and civil society structures needed to 
reassess how they communicated with local and migrant 
communities. The community hoped that local institutions 
would, through a consultation process, provide community 

members with a more realistic 
understanding of what they could expect 
from government in terms of housing 
and service delivery.

Security, justice, accountability 
and the rule of law

The community conversations 
documented significant challenges 

regarding the provision of security and justice, and the 
rule of law. The most significant of these was the informal 
structures that emerged to combat crime and violence. 
These structures were often motivated by personal interest 
and economic gain, and they undermined the ability of 
existing structures to function effectively. 

The conversations revealed a widespread perception 
that violence against migrants was motivated by crime 
and poverty, rather than xenophobic sentiments. 
Migrants, on the other hand, expressed their reluctance 
to participate in community affairs due to their keen 
sense of being “othered”. 

The conversations highlighted the lack of local 
community structures to resolve these issues. In 
Diepsloot, Gauteng, the community drew attention to 
the need for competent, responsive and accountable 
leaders. The community felt its leadership should 

“There was a general 
lack of awareness within 
government institutions 
about migrants’ rights 
and the range of 
protection that the 
Constitution offers.”

The pilot programme found that South African and

migrant communities 
were at loggerheads due to a 
confluence of psychological issues 



66 Dialogue for social 
change 2010 67Dialogue for social 

change 2010

Sustaining 
dialogue on 

social cohesion into the future 

Allow people and empower them to take back the

right to speak
about themselves and for themselves

Nelson Mandela Foundation CEO Achmat 
Dangor closed the seminar on Dialogue 
for Social Change by looking at what the 

future holds for those working in the field of social 
cohesion. 

Dangor identified sustainability as the 
most important issue to be addressed 
as the social cohesion community 
conversation programme winds down. 
While debates on sustainability tend to 
focus on resources, Dangor said he would 
look, instead, at the philosophy driving the 
Foundation’s approach to dialogue within 
the context of sustainability.

Borrowing from what Nelson Mandela has 
said about dialogue in the past, Dangor 
said, “Dialogue is the ability to listen and 
to speak to others; you can’t speak to others without 
listening. It is also the ability to get others to listen and 
speak to each other, because that is how you begin to 
generate a genuine dialogue that takes place around 
the country.”

Though a perception exists that dialogue is the 
prerogative of political organisations, the media and 
intellectuals, Dangor said this is a misnomer. South Africa 
has a rich tradition of people speaking among themselves. 
During apartheid, the United Democratic Front arranged 
dialogues to get communities talking and engaging on 
issues that affected them. These dialogues, which were 
often held illegally, were an opportunity for people to 
debate the challenges they faced. 

The power of this cumulative voice is central to 
sustainability, said Dangor. For the Foundation, 
sustainability means local communities, villages and 
towns asserting their right to enter into the discourse on 
what affects their lives and, in particular, entering the 
dialogue on social cohesion. 

“Our hope, through forums like these, is 
to stimulate that process and to promote 
partnerships between government, media 
and civil society,” he explained.

Dangor went on to say that community 
involvement is central to sustainability: 
“What I hope will emerge from this 
[community conversations] process is 
once more to stimulate that movement 
of people who are willing to change the 
world around them, one step at a time.”

He implored leaders – at all levels – to take responsibility 
for driving these processes and programmes in the future, 
explaining that International Nelson Mandela Day is the 
perfect platform from which to continue these initiatives.

International Nelson Mandela Day is an international 
call to action for people everywhere to make the world a 
better place, one small step at a time. People are asked 
to devote just 67 minutes of their time to change the world 
for the better as a small step towards a continuous, global 
movement for good.

“Allow people and empower them to take back the right to 
speak about themselves and for themselves,” said Dangor.

Sustaining 
dialogue on 

social cohesion into the future 

“Dialogue is the 
ability to listen 
and to speak to 
others; you can’t 
speak to others 
without listening. 
It is also the ability 
to get others to 
listen and speak to 
each other.” 
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The Foundation contributes to the making of

a just society 
by convening dialogue around critical social issues

The Nelson Mandela Foundation is a not-for-
profit organisation established in 1999 to 
support its Founder’s ongoing engagement 

in worthy causes on his retirement as president of 
South Africa. 

The Foundation is registered as a trust, with its board of 
trustees comprising prominent South Africans selected by 
the Founder, Nelson Mandela. 

The Nelson Mandela Centre of Memory and Dialogue was 
inaugurated by Nelson Mandela on September 21, 2004, 
and endorsed as the core work of the Foundation in 2006. 
The Foundation, through the Nelson Mandela Centre of 
Memory and Dialogue, contributes to the making of a just 
society by promoting the vision and work of its Founder 
and convening dialogue around critical social issues.

Dialogue for Justice

The Dialogue Programme of the Centre of Memory and 
Dialogue aims to develop and sustain dialogue around Mr 
Mandela’s legacy. It is committed to building on the history, 
experience, values, vision and leadership of its Founder 
to provide a non-partisan platform for public discourse on 
critical social issues. 

Achieving community participation in decision-making, 
even at policy levels, is prioritised.

The Dialogue Programme aims to perpetuate and re-
invigorate the culture of engagement, using the example of 
inclusive and open dialogue set by Mr Mandela.

Drawing on the rich traditions of transformative dialogue, 
problem-solving and social renewal that made 
possible South Africa’s remarkable transition, the 
Dialogue Programme:

• Aims to facilitate greater understanding and awareness 
about the problems faced by people, particularly in South 
Africa and Africa, and the possible solutions available to 
them; 
• Utilises comprehensive methodologies to promote 
dialogue between stakeholders; and 
• Convenes result-oriented stakeholder dialogue on key 
social issues identified through continuous engagement 
with partners.

Memory for Justice

Memory resources documenting the life and times of 
Nelson Mandela are to be found in an extraordinary range 
of locations, within South Africa and internationally. 

The Foundation’s Memory Programme provides a unique 
facility which:

• Locates, documents and ensures the preservation of 
these scattered resources;
• Collects and curates Mr Mandela’s personal archive;
• Promotes public access to these resources and fosters 
dialogue around them; and
• Ensures that all initiatives in the name of Mr Mandela are 
true to his legacy. 
Memory is not an end in itself. Its significance lies in its 
use. The Memory Programme seeks to reach both global 

Founder’s 
legacy 

Founder’s 
legacy 

audiences and those systemically disadvantaged within 
South Africa by:

• Undertaking outreach programmes, including travelling 
exhibitions, books, a comic series and internships;
• Ensuring web-based access to information through its 
web portal;
• Supporting digitisation initiatives designed to broaden 
access to resources; and
• Facilitating research by individuals and institutions.

We believe that the vehicle for sharing memory effectively, 
for growing it and for engaging it in the promotion of 
justice, is dialogue.

We actively open our memory work – on the life and 
times of Mr Mandela, the events and the people he 
influenced or was influenced by – to debate and 
discussion, and we draw on this memory work in 
convening dialogue on critical social issues that present 
a threat to justice in society.
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Overview of the community 

conversations
Atteridgeville, Gauteng

Issues identified by the community:

• The need to put in place truly participatory and 
representative processes to promote community based 
conflict resolution and reconciliation.
• The under-representation of youth in community forums 
and development initiatives. The community recommended 
that projects be set up aimed at youth empowerment, 
particularly aimed at skills development and rights 
awareness. 
• A lack of understanding of structures and mechanisms 
aimed at strengthening democracy. Community members 
felt government and civil society organisations should 
demystify the concept of democracy, consult with the 
community to understand its expectations of democracy 
and, where needed, realign community expectations with 
what could be realistically achieved, such as housing, 
basic service delivery etc.
• The apparent lack of participation of migrants and migrant 
organisations in community initiatives. The community 
felt some of the misperceptions of migrants could be 
addressed if migrants were encouraged to play a more 
active role in the social and economic development of the 
community.

Following lengthy and often tense discussions, the 
Atteridgeville community decided to set up an ad hoc 
committee, including civic associations, community 
structures and migrant formations, to be co-ordinated by 
the Speaker’s Office.

Albert Park, KwaZulu-Natal

Issues identified by the community:

• Degeneration of values – the breakdown of the family 
unit and dearth of role models, drug and alcohol abuse, 
materialism and the influence of the media. 
• Crime – unemployment and poverty, destruction of 
cultural values, drug and alcohol abuse. 
• Rights and cultural awareness – historical legacy of 
apartheid and colonialism, leaders motivated by self-
interest, lack of transparency and accountability, illiteracy, 
apathy and despondency.
• Access to resources – language barrier, lack of 

Overview of the community 

conversations
September 2008 to April 2010

The Nelson Mandela Foundation programme was 
implemented against a backdrop of violent community 
protests around South Africa that were unparalleled in 
recent history. The violence, which occurred in several 
townships, was linked to public protests over corruption 
and the failure of local government to deliver basic 
services, such as housing, electricity, sanitation and other 
essential services. Entrenched xenophobic attitudes 
saw refugees and migrants become easy targets for 
communities’ frustration and anger – not unlike the 
events of 2008. 

In the first five months of 2010 at least 11 incidents were 
recorded in five provinces, including violent attacks and 
the looting of shops, particularly those owned by Somali 
and Ethiopian nationals. Within this general atmosphere 
of anger on the one hand, and profound fear on the 
other, the community conversations proceeded with 
minimal disruption. 

Between September 2008 and April 2010, 21 community 
conversations were successfully completed, bringing 
the total number of conversations conducted during the 
programme to 30. 

The objective, in each of the 17 sites where the 
conversations were held, was to identify and develop 
relationships with key stakeholders and, through the 
process of dialogue, empower communities to take 
responsibility for continuing the dialogues. 

The overall approach in all conversations, taking due 
account of the specific dynamics and unique set of 
challenges in each respective site, was to work with 
communities, through a set of exercises, to identify the 
most immediate issues; to enable them to explore the root 
causes of their challenges; and to facilitate a process of 
action planning with a view to identifying the stakeholders 
that would continue the dialogue process beyond the 
Foundation-supported programme. Some of the tools 
used included the Historical Timeline, Tree Analysis, Five 
Friends of Planning and Envisioning the Future. 

Community members’ frustration about living in poor 
conditions, a perceived state of lawlessness where criminal 
and rogue elements continued to operate with impunity, 
and the apparent lack of accountability from key local and 
provincial government departments featured prominently 
throughout the conversations. 

The section below details specific issues identified by 
some of the communities, as well as the structures the 
communities put in place to continue the dialogue process.

T h e  c o m m u n i t y  f e l t  s o m e  o f  t h e

misperceptions of migrants 
c o u l d  b e  a d d r e s s e d  i f  m i g r a n t s  w e r e  e n c o u r a g e d  t o 

p l ay  a  m o r e  a c t i v e  r o l e 
i n  t h e  s o c i a l  a n d  e c o n o m i c  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  t h e  c o m m u n i t y
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Walmer, Eastern Cape

Issues identified by the community:

• General lawlessness, lack of trust in the police and 
the tendency of the community to “take law into [its] 
own hands”.
• The high level of unemployment, especially among the 
youth, was seen as the major driver of alcohol abuse, 
teen pregnancy and the breakdown of the family unit.
• The struggle to secure legal documents such as birth 
certificates and social grants. Many households were 
supported by grandmothers, who had the added burden 
of caring for their children’s children.

The Red Cross Society, loveLife and the Department of 
Social Development made a commitment to continue with 
the community dialogues.

Jeffrey’s Bay, Eastern Cape

Issues identified by the community:

• Crimes such as housebreaking, human trafficking 
and domestic violence were rife, fuelled by the 
mushrooming of shebeens, and high levels of alcohol 
and substance abuse.
• Perceptions that violence against migrants was 
instigated by criminal elements and was not the result 
of xenophobia. It was thought that criminals targeted 
migrants because they were interested in their goods and 
money.
• The absence of a high school contributed to the high 
rate of school drop-outs. 
• It was felt that the general community did not take 

ownership of Jeffrey’s Bay and therefore did not feel it 
had a stake in the development of the community.

Follow up activities could not be planned due to 
violent protests and the subsequent cancellation of a 
community conversation.

Nyanga, Western Cape

Issues identified by the community:

• It was felt that the community of Nyanga had to exercise 
its right to determine who really belonged there based on 
their contributions to the community.
• Migrant shop owners did not always take account of 
relevant business regulations, resulting in conflicts with 
local spaza shop owners.
•The lack of capacity of local leaders to provide direction 
to the community and address its economic challenges.

Despite drawing up action plans, the community was 
reluctant to take responsibility for the implementation of 
these plans. It was agreed that the Institute for Healing of 
Memories, supported by other operational partners, would 
continue the Western Cape dialogues.

Diepsloot, Gauteng

Issues identified by the community:

• Complicity of community members in corruption. It was 
felt that in remaining silent when crimes were committed, 
receiving stolen goods or enabling violence against 
migrants, the community contributed to the culture of 
silence around criminality and violence. 

accountability, lack of documentation, financial and 
administrative barriers, and lack of trust. 
• Leadership and participation – poor communication, 
selfishness, dictatorship, competition at the expense of 
co-operation and a failure to recognise gender equality. 

A committee was put in place to follow through on the 
community’s action plans. The community was briefed 
on positive developments in relation to these issues, 
such as the presentation of a petition calling for the 
reduction in the number of liquor outlets in the area; 
ongoing discussions to integrate migrants into the local 
community policing forum structure; and an audit of the 
skills possessed by foreign nationals which could form 
the basis of skills sharing programmes.

Nkomazi, Mpumalanga

Issues identified by the community:

• Exploitative labour practices fuelled by high numbers 
of migrants from Southern African Development 
Community countries, especially Swaziland and 
Mozambique, and the tendency among employers to 
exploit their vulnerability.

• Perceptions of high levels of corruption, especially with 
regard to the issuance of refugee permits or permits for 
economic migrants, resulting in many migrants operating 
without legal documentation.
• Low levels of education, coupled with high levels
 of unemployment.

The community formed a working committee with 
representatives from Mozambique, Somalia, Pakistan 
and Swaziland, as well as local community structures.

Leandra, Mpumalanga

Issues identified by the community:

• Fear among migrants because of the widespread rumour 
that xenophobic attacks would take place after the 2010 
World Cup.
• High levels of poverty and unemployment were seen as 
the underlying reasons for alcohol and substance abuse 
and the high crime rate.

Follow up activities could not be planned due to 
violent protests and the subsequent cancellation of a 
community conversation.

Perceptions existed that violence against migrants was instigated by

criminal elements  

a n d  w a s  n o t  t h e  r e s u l t  o f  x e n o p h o b i a .
I t  w a s  t h o u g h t  t h at  c r i m i n a l s  ta r g e t e d  m i g r a n t s 
because  they were interested in their goods
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• The need to involve youth in community activities and 
ensure youth representation in community structures. 
The community undertook to launch a public campaign 
in June and use community activities planned for “Youth 
Month” to break the silence around corruption and 
crime.
• The need to elect competent, responsive and 
accountable leaders and for the community 
to communicate clear criteria, values and the 
competencies it would expect of its leadership to enable 
greater decentralisation of resources and stimulate 
economic activity at community level. 
• The need to identify and develop co-operatives 
to initiate joint projects and greater skills-sharing, 
especially between host and migrant communities, and 
to promote sustainable community driven activities that 
would lead to self-sufficiency.
• A general lack of awareness about policies and 
laws relating to refugees, asylum seekers and other 
categories of migrants. It was felt that the City of 
Johannesburg’s Migrant Help Desk should embark 
on programmes to raise awareness about the rights 
and responsibilities of migrants, including their right 
to participate in economic development activities in 
Diepsloot. 

A nine-person committee was formed to promote the 
implementation of the action plan developed in the 
community conversations. The City of Johannesburg’s 
Migrant Help Desk committed to assist the committee, 
especially in terms of promoting awareness about refugee 
and migrant rights.

Cato Manor, KwaZulu-Natal

Issues identified by the community:

• The need to inculcate tolerance and respect for the rights 
of all, including the rights of migrants in South Africa.
• The need to build open communication and consultation 
between leadership structures such as churches, 
community leaders and local government to ensure the 
root causes of conflict could be addressed.
• The need to put strategies in place to encourage the 
transfer of skills to promote self-reliance and overcome 
barriers to cohesion between South African and 
migrant communities.

The community set up a committee, housed by local 
government, to follow up on the recommendations and 
outcomes adopted.
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Reflecting on the community 

conversationsreflecting on the community 

conversations
The fragility of a South Africa built around 

the dream of a rainbow nation came under 
scrutiny in May 2008 following the dramatic 

wave of violence perpetrated against African 
nationals in informal settlements and townships 
across the country. This unprecedented violence 
exposed the chasm between the ideals enshrined 
in the Constitution – of a country underscored by 
tolerance and respect for human rights – and the 
realities of life in South Africa. 

The May 2008 violence echoed the division and racial 
conflict that characterised South African society prior 
to the 1994 transition to democracy and stood in stark 
contrast to the vision of a “South Africa that belongs to 
all who live in it”. It was a disturbing parallel of the past – 

a society infatuated with difference and ingrained 
with a culture of violence against the embodiment of 
such difference. 

More recent violence has been linked to public protests 
over corruption and the failure of local government to 
deliver services such as housing, electricity, sanitation 
and other essential services – but in these instances, as 
in 2008, refugees and migrants proved easy targets for 
communities’ frustration and anger. 

The programme

Against this background, and in line the philosophy of 
its Founder towards encouraging dialogue, the Nelson 
Mandela Foundation launched a pilot programme 
to promote social cohesion in 2008. As part of this 
programme, the Foundation initiated a series of 
community conversations in sites in five provinces that 
had experienced xenophobic violence in 2008. The 
conversations aimed to promote cohesion between 
migrants and locals through dialogue. 

The Foundation’s focus on dialogue was premised on 
a wide range of experiences, including in South Africa, 
where dialogue proved to be a powerful tool for building 
co-operation and resolving conflict. 

While a range of tools and methodologies can be used 
in the dialogue process, the Foundation adopted the 
Community Capacity Enhancement (CCE) methodology, 
a framework used by the United Nations Development 
Programme. The methodology recognises the capacity 
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inherent in communities and taps into this to bring 
about transformative change at community and 
institutional levels. 

The dialogue process

The primary goal of the community conversations 
process was to create the conditions for social 
transformation by engaging stakeholders in a safe 
environment that facilitated a deeper understanding of 
the challenges facing each community. 

The Foundation convened the conversations in 
partnership with civil society organisations working with 
local communities and migrants, including faith-based 
organisations, organisations working with refugees and 
migrants, and those working to improve the conditions
 of the poorest of the poor. These operational 
partnerships assisted in securing support for dialogues 
at local level, where the efforts of these organisations 
were concentrated.

The CCE process envisages transformation through a 
cycle of six steps – relationship building, identification 
of concerns, exploration of concerns, decision 
prioritisation, implementation and constant reflection 
during each phase of this cycle. Underpinning this is a 
set of governing principles that includes inclusiveness 
(everyone who is part of the problem is involved), joint 
ownership (everyone is involved and engaged), learning 
(maintaining openness in conversation), humanity 
(the quality of empathy) and long-term perspective 
(understanding there are no quick fixes). 

Three vital and interrelated ingredients are critical for the 
success of dialogues – psychological, substantive and 
procedural components. The psychological component 
requires that the appropriate people are involved in the 
dialogue and that their need to be respected and heard 
is addressed. The substantive component is primarily 
concerned with maintaining the key purpose of the 
dialogue – in this case, the need to grow social cohesion 
among migrants and locals. Procedurally, it is necessary 
to safeguard the dialogue process and ensure that 
participants perceive it as fair and worthwhile. 

An overview of the community conversations process 
should not be confined to the dialogue event, but equally 
contemplate the numerous engagements that take place 
outside the conversations, including bilateral meetings 
with stakeholders, capacity development workshops, 
follow ups in relation to outcomes and agreements 
emerging from the dialogues and so forth. The journey 
around each site thus unfolded in three sets of activities: 
a first stage, consisting of a range of preparatory activities 
aimed at the dialogue event; the dialogue itself; and a 
final stage involving the range of activities that arose 

The primary goal of the community conversations process was to create the 

conditions for social transformation 

by engaging stakeholders in a safe environment that facilitated

a deeper understanding
o f  t h e  c h a l l e n g e s  f a c i n g  e a c h  c o m m u n i t y
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as a consequence of the dialogues. As the dialogues 
were held as a series, the first and third stages were 
connected in a cycle, with follow up activities feeding into 
preparation for the next dialogue event.

Comprehensive electronic publications around dialogue 
and the CCE methodology in particular are available 
on the Nelson Mandela 
Foundation website (www.
nelsonmandela.org).

Findings

As the participants were 
motivated by different 
concerns and interests, 
a range of perspectives 
emerged from the 
dialogues. Some views 
were superficial – based on social determinants such 
as social standing, origin, class, age, religion etc – 
while others focused on the underlying factors affecting 
relations. General findings from the dialogue process are 
laid out under five broad headings below.

Socio-economic environment

• The socio-economic environment acts as a major 
stressor in building cohesive communities. 
• Growing social and economic inequalities intersect 
with communities’ lived experiences of exclusion and 
marginalisation from social, economic and political 
processes and decision-making. 
• While institutional and other forms of exclusion 
take on a peculiar trajectory with respect to migrants, 
impoverished South African communities’ experiences 
of exclusion and marginalisation are not significantly 
different.
• Within a contested social and political space, 
“ownership” is seen as the route to political and 
economic power.
• Social and development agendas are increasingly 
being merged with the political agenda.
• There is tension and mistrust within South African 
communities based on historic ethnic, cultural, language 

and social class divisions.
• South Africa lacks strategies to deal with the effects 
of massive internal migration, which is conflated with 
international or cross-border migration.

Political and institutional frameworks

• The political and 
institutional frameworks 
necessary for building 
long-term social stability 
are weak. 
• Entrenched institutional 
attitudes and practices 
exclude migrants from 
accessing the full range 
of social protection and 
rights envisaged by the 
Constitution.

• There is a general lack of awareness of South Africa’s 
national and international obligations regarding the 
protection of refugees and migrants, entrenched 
attitudes and a willingness to act on xenophobic 
perceptions.
• Mistrust of organs of government, coupled with strong 
perceptions of lack of leadership, is pervasive.

Security, justice, accountability and rule 
of law

• There are significant challenges to the promotion of 
security, justice, accountability and the rule of law. 
• The emergence of formal and informal leadership 
structures, often motivated by economic gain and 
self-interest, appears to be filling a perceived vacuum 
in terms of addressing violence and crime, providing 
“safety and protection” and ridding communities of 
“undesirable elements”.
• In addition to extraordinarily high levels of crime, the 
perception that government is unable to stem the tide of 
crime is common.
• Widespread perceptions exist that attacks on 
migrants were motivated by crime and poverty and 
were, therefore, not a manifestation of xenophobia.
• Migrants’ lack of participation in community affairs is 

driven by high levels of fear and experiences of being 
seen as “outsiders”. 
• There is a lack of strategies and mechanisms to 
resolve conflicts at the local community level.

Psycho-social recovery

• There is recognition of the profound and enduring 
effects of apartheid and its current manifestations.
• Within South Africa, there is a confluence of “hurting 
communities” – of migrant and host communities’ 
historical pain – and a lack of mechanisms to promote 
psycho-social recovery and healing. 
• Community structures should be strengthened and 
opinion leaders should inspire others to look beyond 
their challenges and embrace more inclusive actions.
• Community-based forums and mechanisms to promote 
healing should be established.

Language as a unifying or dividing force

• Language can be a barrier to cohesion and a medium 
of exclusion.
• The way in which language is used in the media 
and common parlance emphasises difference and 
separateness. 
• Language can be manipulated to exclude the “other”. 
• The “insider-outsider” phenomenon is pervasive.
• Language has the power to promote the wealth of 
culture and diversity.

Case studies

The Nelson Mandela Foundation has published case 
studies based on the unique learning and specific 
outcomes that emerged from particular dialogue sites. 

In some instances these explore aspects of the findings; 
in others, they describe the changes flowing out of the 
action adopted by communities. 

One case study discusses efforts currently under way in 
KwaZulu-Natal to explore the role of language as a 
bridge towards accessing other cultures and promoting 
mutual understanding. Language reflects values and 
concepts that are deemed to be culturally important. As 
such, the sharing of language can be pivotal in building 
intercultural dialogue. 

Members of the Albert Park community in KwaZulu-Natal 
felt that learning languages could create familiarity among 
cultures and, ultimately, further peace-building and social 
cohesion. The leadership of the local ward, inspired by 
these discussions, initiated three projects to respond to 
the challenges facing the community, introducing a radio 
station to “tell their stories”, a multilingual community 
newspaper and a multilingual inner-city school.

The importance of language and culture for a 
community’s psychological well-being is well established 
and historical accounts, including from South Africa’s 
past, show how dispossession in this regard can 
annihilate people’s belief in their heritage and identity. In 
contrast, the promotion of linguistic diversity, particularly 
in public spaces, renders power and acceptance to 
people, and affirms their identities. 

The community conversations highlighted how dominant 
linguistic groups within specific geographical spaces 
often fail to see language diversity as a social resource, 
choosing instead to view it as a problem and barrier 
to integration. This is particularly evident as societies 
struggle to respond to the challenges of globalisation and 

W i t h i n  S o u t h  A f r i c a ,  t h e r e  i s  a  c o n f lu e n c e  o f 

“h u rt i n g co m m u n i t i es” 
– of migrant and host communities’ historical pain – and a lack 
of mechanisms to promote  psycho-social recovery  and healing
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linguistic diversity arising from international migration. In 
a bid to forge national cohesion, such societies attempt, 
expressly or implicitly, to foster artificial homogeneity 
around the culture of dominant groups, indirectly 
undermining national unity by promoting attitudes 
opposed to cultural and linguistic pluralism. 

In contrast, the linguistic pluralism evident in our 
Constitution and its approach to 11 official languages has 
potential to be developed further, to permeate all spheres 
of public life (including interactions with migrants). 

When people talk about inclusion of migrants in their 
societies, the idea often 
mooted is of their assimilation 
into society through adoption 
of the dominant language 
and culture. This thinking 
has been criticised as a 
“strip-tease” approach to 
integration, suggesting 
migrants enter “naked” 
without any cultural, religious 
or even ethnic specificity or 
identity before they can be 
accepted. Instead, what is 
increasingly advocated – in 
line with human rights law – 
is an approach of promoting 
integration of the basis of 
accepting cultural and ethnic 
diversity as a natural condition in our societies as a 
result of globalisation. 

In the context of the Albert Park community 
conversations, participants believed that language 
possessed the power to open the community to the 
wealth of a different culture. They thus sought to grow a 
shared understanding through language, with migrants 
and locals being encouraged to learn local languages 
such as isiZulu, as well as regional languages, such as 
Kiswahili, and thereby grow their awareness of other 
cultures. 

In addition to this study of language and belonging, the 

Nelson Mandela Foundation will publish case studies on 
its website in November 2010 exploring: 

• The notion of belonging and nation-building as 
it emerged from community conversations held in 
Khayelitsha and Nyanga; 
• The factors inhibiting migrant participation in 
community life and the opportunities for strengthening 
migrants’ capacities to promote integration in host 
communities; and
• The historical migration flows from Mozambique and 
Swaziland into Mpumalanga. 

These case studies, which 
mark the culmination of the pilot 
phase of the programme, will be 
available for download on www.
nelsonmandela.org.

Conclusion

In many respects, the 
community conversations 
pilot programme affirmed 
the power of dialogue and 
its transformative effect on 
relationships. The process 
allowed participants who 
previously had no forum to 
engage with their counterparts a 
platform to articulate their views. 

Community dialogues may present forums for 
developing the capacity to resolve conflicts peacefully. 
In this sense dialogue should not be viewed in 
isolation, but rather as one tool in a series of integrated 
interventions, including mediation and conflict resolution, 
through which communities can address the underlying 
conditions that generate conflict, such as poverty, 
inequity and patterns of social exclusion. 

Most importantly, any organisation or institution 
wishing to utilise dialogue must bear in mind that 
sustainable results depend on a willingness to invest in a 
long-term intervention focusing on specific social concerns. 






