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Social coheSion
Pipe dream or possibility?

Jerome Slamat, thumakele GoSa & chriS SPieS

introduction
In this chapter, we shall focus on the issue of social cohesion (and especially the lack thereof) in the Stellenbosch 
area. A short exploration of social cohesion in recent literature provides an anchor to describe why the current 
lack of social cohesion renders the town unsustainable, and on what basis and along which routes social 
cohesion could be built in Stellenbosch for a sustainable future. 

The authors agree with Wilkinson and Pickett’s notion that inequality “destroys relationships between 
individuals born in the same society but into different classes; and its function as a driver of consumption 
depletes the planet’s resources” (2009:n.p.). We argue that an investment in human capital is an urgent priority 
if Stellenbosch is to respond creatively to the inequalities and divisions that still plague its population. Such 
an investment requires the coming together of people to reach consensus on a credible and inclusive process 
and structure for generative dialogue and visionary problem solving (ibid.). Stellenbosch, known for its cultural 
heritage and architecture, has the potential to replace its legacy as the birthplace of the apartheid ideology with 
that of the community that successfully designed and institutionalised a peace and development infrastructure 
that transforms destructive conflict into springboards for cohesion and development. 

When the only spaces for interaction to address key issues are contested and confrontational spaces, our town 
is in trouble. Building social cohesion would require the skilful crafting and vigorous protection of safe spaces, 
where the intention is not only to convince, but to analyse, understand and act together. The symbiotic and 
complementary coexistence of contested and safe spaces is a necessary building block of such an infrastructure 
for peace and development. 

Social what?
The term ‘social cohesion’, a popular concept in the field of economic and social sciences, originated in Canada, 
spread to Europe and is now widely used in literature and policy papers across the globe (Jenson 1998).

...

The common key concept that underpins most definitions of social cohesion is the one of a shared, integrated, 
stable and more equal society that faces shared challenges through respectful collaboration in safe spaces. 
Such a society builds on the resilience of its people and institutions to unlock the potential of each and every 
one of its members. It provides the climate for change and a space “where all those living there feel at home. 
It respects everyone’s dignity and human rights while providing every individual with equal opportunity. It is 

tolerant. It respects diversity” (Club of Madrid 2011). It also develops strong and positive relationships between 
people from different backgrounds and circumstances in the workplace, in schools and in neighbourhoods 
(Institute of Community Cohesion (iCoCo) 2005).

Cohesive societies do not happen by accident. People nurture good (political) leadership so as to build defences 
against attempts to “expose and exacerbate social fault lines” and “harness the potential residing in their 
societal diversity” (Easterly 2006:5). Dimensions of social cohesion include belonging, inclusion, participation 
and recognition, as well as legitimacy (Fairbairn 2006), social connectedness, inequality and the cultural 
environment (AHURI 2005). 

The Council of Europe (2004:3) using a democratic rights-based approach, defines social cohesion as follows:

[...] the capacity of a society to ensure the welfare of all its members, minimising disparities and 
avoiding polarisation. A cohesive society is a mutually supportive community of free individuals 
pursuing these common goals by democratic means.

The problem with this definition, says Turzi (2008:131), is that it presupposes the existence of a well-functioning 
welfare state with “the notion of social citizenship”. While it is true that social cohesion is linked to the efficacy 
of established social inclusion mechanisms, the behaviour and values of members of society play an equally 
important role.

These reflections on cohesion help us to understand that social cohesion is both a desired outcome as a result 
of inclusive, value-based processes to overcome common threats, and a dynamic, ongoing joint action to 
harness potential to build resilience from within.

...

keeping two worlds alive
In Stellenbosch and South Africa today we are living in a post-conflict society. The conflict we experienced 
during the past more than three centuries was on the basis of race. Race – in the form of institutionalised 
racism called ‘apartheid’ after 1948 – determined the distribution privileges and life chances amongst South 
Africans. 

...

At well as being a post-conflict society with an inherited inequality based on race, Stellenbosch and South 
Africa is also a post-Cold War society with a strong emphasis on individualism and self-interest. Our thinking 
about society or communities is informed by the dominant view of persons and society, or ‘social ontology’, to 
use Gould’s term (1998). According to this view, individuals are rational isolated egos, driven by self-interest 
and the quest for ultimate freedom, which in this context is understood as the absence of external constraint 
(negative liberty). People exist independently from each other, related only in external ways, thus leaving their 
basic nature unchanged even in contact with other persons. Against this background, there is little room for 
community or social cohesion, yet it continues to dominate – and we allow it to dominate. Hence, we are 
reduced to a disconnected aggregation of atomistic individuals, each seeking their own interests, but in many 
cases secretly yearning and longing for ‘community’. This atomism gives rise to destructive behaviours that 
render our communities fragmented and torn. 

... no great strides had been made to increase contact between the groups that had been separated by 
apartheid. In fact, a recent IJR report affirmed that 50% of South Africans stated that they have no contact with 
persons of a different racial group on any given day (IJR 2010). This means that historical racial divisions are to 
a large extent perpetuated in the new South Africa and that pressures are building up. If these pressures are 
not addressed, they are bound to be explosively released at one time or another.

Among others, the following features are constitutive of present-day Stellenbosch:

 � Inequality: In 2008, research showed that the richest 10% of households in South Africa earned almost 
forty times more than the poorest 50% and nearly one hundred and fifty times more than the poorest 10%. 
It further found that inequality is interrelated with other intractable social problems, such as poverty, 
unemployment, social exclusion and marginalisation (Centre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation 
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(CSVR) 2008). As stated earlier, Stellenbosch must be one of the most unequal towns in the country, as the 
following statement by Paul Hendler attests:

I have recently been involved in assisting the municipalities of George, Hermanus, Kimberley, Knysna, 
Paarl, Saldanha and Stellenbosch to draw up sustainable human settlement plans (HSPs), a statutory 
requirement. What struck me is the extent to which mainly poorer black residents of these places 
still live in segregated townships, many in the squalor of shanty structures, while the richer minority 
continue to live on the other side of the proverbial railway track, close to the centre of business 
and amenities.

[Hendler	2010:9]	

 � Unemployment: By the end of the first decade of the new millennium, the unemployment rate in the 
Western Cape stood at 19.7% compared to more than 23% countrywide. In 2006 and 2010, unemployment 
in Stellenbosch was 12% and 13% respectively, with almost one in four (22%) of the African population being 
jobless (Statistics South Africa 2010; Stellenbosch Municipality 2011). 

 � Inadequate housing: While there appears always to be room for more luxury estates in Stellenbosch, lower 
income housing projects are fifteen to twenty years behind schedule. In terms of access to housing, the 
development of affordable housing (below R500 000) is very rare and development trends are largely biased 
to the higher income sector, ranging from R550 000 to more than R1.65 million per house (Sustainability 
Institute n.d.). The estimated housing backlog in Stellenbosch is more than 20 000 and is projected to reach 
a total of 44 361 by 2030. This total includes 14 361 housing units in informal settlements and 30 000 in 
the already overcrowded formal ones (Stellenbosch Municipality 2009).

 � Unstable political leadership: Stellenbosch has been unable to put a stable local government in place 
during the last five years. Across the board there is consensus that stable local government is crucial for 
sustainable local development. However, divisive party politics continue to destabilise the town. What is 
needed is leadership that will put Stellenbosch first and rise above divisive party politics in the interest of 
long-term, sustainable development for the town. This can only happen if the two main political parties 
adopt and internalise the notion of a ‘loyal opposition’. If electoral defeat continues to translate into 
actions that undermine governance in order to discredit the party in power, then social cohesion and 
development will remain impossible.

unequal societies lacking social cohesion are unsustainable
If growth is valued above equality and inequality is not tackled as a national priority, social cohesion will remain 
a chimera. Inequality undermines cohesion and stifles the potential for survival. As epidemiologists Richard 
Wilkinson and Kate Pickett put it:

[...] the life-diminishing results of valuing growth above equality in rich societies can be seen all 
around us. Inequality causes shorter, unhealthier and unhappier lives; it increases the rate of 
teenage pregnancy, violence, obesity, imprisonment and addiction; it destroys relationships 
between individuals born in the same society but into different classes; and its function as a driver of 
consumption depletes the planet’s resources.”

[Wilkinson	&	Pickett	2009:n.p.]

Reducing inequality is not just a slogan. It is absolutely essential for our survival and the well-being of 
every citizen.

There are at least two other compelling arguments why the status quo has to change. Firstly, from a governance 
and economic perspective, research confirms the vital link between the role of the state in building social 
cohesion and high-quality institutions that serve all citizens fairly and justly. However, ethnic divisions hinder 
the development of social cohesion, which is necessary to build good institutions; therefore, the “lowering of 
economic (and other) divisions has been, and remains, a vital task for countries wrestling with development” 
(Easterly 2006:12). Put simply, if people are divided, institutions are weak and the country suffers. Conversely, 
more social cohesion leads to better institutions, and better institutions in turn lead to higher growth. In 
Easterly’s view, this is true regardless of how we measure institutions. 

Easterly’s research has found that two factors in particular pose serious challenges to cohesion building: initial 
inequality and linguistic fractionalisation. The chances that societies with lower initial inequality and more 
linguistic homogeneity will successfully build cohesion and strong institutions that lead to higher economic 
growth are far greater than those of societies such as Stellenbosch, with its high levels of initial inequality and 
linguistic fractionalisation. Language, and especially the lack of learning (and teaching) each other’s language, 
further reinforces exclusion in Stellenbosch. It follows that investment in Stellenbosch will have to be much 
more than only economic in nature: it has to be investment in human relations and social capital in order to 
help us to overcome these challenges. 

Secondly, from an emotional and psychological point of view, the inventory of ‘wounds’ (see Cabrera 2002) has 
for many citizens not shrunken, but rather grown longer. We are sitting on a time bomb in Stellenbosch, as 
indeed in South Africa as a whole. Many South Africans still do not grasp and appreciate the miracle of South 
Africa’s peaceful revolution. With the new South Africa came expectations and promises of a better life for all 
South Africans. More than a decade down the line that better life has still not materialised for the majority of 
black South Africans, especially insofar as racial polarisation and white privilege are concerned. Moreover, the 
problem is now shifting towards intergroup inequality, or what is more commonly referred to as class-based 
inequalities. 

...

After economic inequality, politicians are the second most dividing factor (IJR 2010). We take pride in ubuntu, 
but don’t see how it operates in practice. We are told that we are free, but find ourselves caught in the 
crossfire between criminals on the one hand, and on the other, squabbling politicians whose vocation to serve 
others appear to be increasingly lost in clouds of allegations of corruption and self enrichment. We are afraid, 
humiliated and hopeful at the same time. So who are we in Stellenbosch? Who is a Stellenbosser (a resident of 
Stellenbosch)? Who are outsiders and inkommers (literally ‘incomers’)? Who are we when we are disappointed, 
angry and proud at the same time? And what do we do with these conflicting emotions?

Dominique Moïsi argues convincingly that emotions matter. Governments that fail to respond constructively 
to people’s emotions risk the ignition of chaos. Moïsi affirms that it is the task of governments “to study the 
emotions” and “diagnose the emotional state of the population”; to “capitalize on them if they are positive 
and to try to reverse or contain them if they are negative” (2009:29). He argues that the emotions of fear, 
humiliation and hope – always present in variable proportions – are shaping the geopolitics of the world. All 
three of these emotions are directly related to and reflect the level of confidence that people have, which in 
turn determines their ability to rebound after a crisis and to respond or adjust to challenging circumstances. 
Where humiliation and fear reign, hope cannot grow and prosper. In such a climate, sustainable development 
is not possible. And with no safety net in place, things are bound to break and fall apart:

[...] deliberate humiliation without hope is destructive, and too much fear, too much humiliation, 
and not enough hope constitute the most dangerous of all possible social combinations, the one that 
leads to the greatest instability and tension.

[Moïsi	2009:15]

On the other hand, emotions may be changed. Fear may give way to hope, says Moïsi. We need to put measures 
in place to foster hope, so that our confidence as a nation may grow. It is important to grasp that what we do 
to secure the future of the poorest in our society stands in direct relation to the stability and sustainability of 
our town and country. 

Are there some tentative bases for an “us” in Stellenbosch?
As we have indicated earlier, the impact and consequences of having identities assigned to us by the draconian 
apartheid system will continue follow us like a shadow for a long time to come. According to Manfred Max-Neef 
(1991), identity is a fundamental human need. The frustration of our need for identity, freedom, participation, 
understanding, creation, leisure, security and acceptance causes poverties of those needs. The effects of 
denying us the freedom to define ourselves, especially our identity, and causing us to still live separately, 
unequally and deprived of healthy and free interaction across divisions, continue to haunt us to this today. 
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In a way it may be said that South Africans are struggling to come to grips with the question: who are we? 
Our country has changed (in some respects); our borders are not really borders anymore; many of our former 
heroes disappointed us; we have become roaming citizens of the world in one respect, yet in another we attack 
foreigners and call them makwerekwere.1 What is it that binds ‘us’ (as South Africans) together? In order to be 
sustainable, that which binds us together must be something more than a person or an icon, such as our dear 
Madiba; he will someday die and not be with us anymore. What binds us together must be more than national 
symbols, such as our beautiful and colourful national flag, which was waved with tremendous pride during the 
2010 FIFA World Cup month. The ‘glue that holds us together’ must be more profound and more enduring than 
personalities or symbols. 

Who are ‘we’ and what binds ‘us’ together in Stellenbosch? And is there a sustainable basis for an ‘us’ in 
Stellenbosch? What is there that tells us that we belong together? These are difficult questions, given the 
division and lack of social cohesion in Stellenbosch and South Africa today. After the negotiated political 
settlement that brought an end to institutional apartheid, we were careful to emphasise difference and diversity 
and to ensure that every community has the right to freely celebrate its own heritage and culture – the motto 
on our national coat of arms reads ‘Unity in Diversity’ in the Khoisan language. What we have neglected to 
do, in retrospect, is to emphasise what binds us together as South Africans (and as residents of Stellenbosch). 

The authors are of the opinion that there are some possible bases for an ‘us’ in Stellenbosch and that we have 
a good chance to negotiate some kind of ‘us’.

Ties of place and blood: geographical, biological, historical and social bases
It is a not well-known fact that the founder of Stellenbosch, Governor Simon van der Stel, was a man of 
mixed blood (South African History Online n.d.). This simple historical fact was suppressed by successive white 
governments, ...

Governor Van der Stel was portrayed as a pure, heroic and larger than life Dutchman in the official school history 
books; his mixed ancestry was conveniently omitted. So, already in the veins of the founder of Stellenbosch 
flowed blood from different groups; an ‘us’ was already embodied in his person. Moreover, Van der Stel was by 
no means an exception; in fact, Hans Heese (1984) and Hermann Giliomee (2007) both give interesting accounts 
of the composition and nature of the population of the Cape Colony during the early colonial period. 

Giliomee (2007) identifies the lack of eligible European women as one of the most important social factors 
that shaped the early history of the settlement at the Cape. According to Giliomee’s research, in 1690 the 
ratio of men to women was 2,8:1 in the Stellenbosch district, which means that many settlers were unable to 
marry women of European descent. Between 1657 and 1687, approximately one-fifth of all marriages were 
contracted between settlers and former slave women, one of the children born of such a marriage was an 
ancestor of 19th century presidents Paul Kruger and MT Steyn. Numerous children of mixed blood were also 
born from illicit liaisons between settlers and slaves (and it was not uncommon at the time for a European 
master to father children with his slave women, whether by consent or not). Moreover, slave women often 
served as wet nurses and surrogate mothers to settler children.

Hence, what we have in Stellenbosch today are the descendants of people who were bound by ties of place. 
They lived in close proximity, even sharing living spaces in many instances. The lives and experiences of slaves 
and settlers were heavily intertwined and in some cases the two groups were even bound to each other by 
ties of blood, as in many other colonial settings. The amazing reality is that one might find people of different 
backgrounds and life experiences in present-day Stellenbosch who are in fact ‘family’ in the narrowest sense 
of the word. 

In terms of the relationships between different groups in Stellenbosch in more recent times, before the 
introduction of the Group Areas Act, it is not hard to find personal accounts bearing witness to the sense of 
community that prevailed in ‘mixed areas’ (where people from different backgrounds and racial groups used 
to live together) in Stellenbosch. Former neighbours from different backgrounds and racial groups tell of the 
positive community spirit that pervaded their neighbourhoods (Biscombe 2006). They also talk with heartache 

1	 A	pejorative	term	for	black	foreigners.

and yearning about how this spirit was destroyed and their neighbourhoods broken up by the proclamation 
of the Group Areas Act. For those who were forcibly removed to racially assigned other ‘group areas’, the 
emotional loss was aggravated by the accompanying loss of family property.

Furthermore, if one looks at the beautiful farmsteads and historical buildings of Stellenbosch and environs, the 
contribution of artisans of Eastern and slave origin is unmistakable. Cape cuisine and the Afrikaans language 
were likewise significantly influenced by the Eastern and slave heritage. 

Hence, despite the structural violence of segregation and apartheid, there are close historical ties of place 
and blood among different people living in Stellenbosch and these ties may potentially serve as a basis for 
an ‘us’ in Stellenbosch. ‘We’ are different members of one ‘us’ in Stellenbosch and surroundings; in some 
cases we are related by blood. We do not argue that the task of building social cohesion in Stellenbosch is as 
simple as rediscovering some pre-existing ‘us’. Given the historical destruction of Stellenbosch communities by 
segregation and apartheid, we must renegotiate who ‘we’ are and what it is that binds ‘us’ together. As Moïsi 
aptly affirms, “in the age of globalisation, the relationship with the Other has become more fundamental than 
ever” (2009:20).

Cosmopolitan justice: the legal, moral and philosophical bases
The ties of place and ties of blood may, however, exclude some, especially the African residents of Stellenbosch 
and others of all races and classes who have migrated from other parts of South Africa, as well as foreign 
nationals who have made Stellenbosch their home. 

The work of Seyla Benhabib may help us to find a wider basis for social cohesion than ties of place and blood. 
Benhabib notes that since the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948, an international 
human rights regime has emerged. She describes this regime as “a set of interrelated and overlapping global and 
regional regimes that encompass human rights treaties as well as customary international law or international 
soft law” (2006:27).

In her first lecture, Benhabib draws on Kant’s three levels of right and presents the duty of hospitality in terms 
of cosmopolitan right, not as a virtue of sociability, but as a right that belongs to all human beings by virtue of 
their status as potential participants in a world republic:

Cosmopolitan norms of justice, whatever the condition of their legal origination, accrue to individuals 
as moral and legal persons in a worldwide civil society.

[Ibid.:16]

This is an extremely important statement. Although nation states may be party to bringing into being 
international human rights regimes, it is important to note that cosmopolitan norms of justice accrue to 
individuals, not to states. The implication is that the manner in which nation states treat both the citizens and 
residents within their borders cannot be regarded as a private affair anymore (which serves as justification 
for the intervention of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) countries in Libya in 2011 amid the 
perpetration of gross human rights violations by the state organs of that country). 

Benhabib rightly points to the applicability of the right to universal hospitality to citizens and residents alike. 
A nation state may decide to extend or to refuse to extend citizenship rights and state protection to strangers 
who reside within its boundaries. And in the case of citizens, it is conceivable that it might, for some or no 
reason, want at some stage to denaturalise sectors of it citizens on account of religion, race, ethnicity, language 
or culture (for example, South Africa under apartheid, Bosnia and Ruanda) and withdraw from those sectors 
citizenship rights and state protection. These are typical cases where cosmopolitan norms of justice must 
overrule the republican sovereign’s democratic rule. 

Benhabib’s concept of cosmopolitan norms of justice is appealing, given the global age that we live in, where 
livelihoods are sought by all, both inside and across national boundaries. We find it attractive also because of 
its aptness for the diverse (multicultural, multifaith, etc.) South African society, as well as the fact that many 
foreign nationals (especially nationals of other African countries) flee their home countries because of war 
and famine to seek a better future in South Africa. Benhabib’s concept of cosmopolitan norms of justice thus 
provides us with an important legal, moral and philosophical basis for social cohesion. 



Social coheSion  |  Pipe dream or possibility? 277276	 Section	Four		|		SOCIAL	DYNAMICS

SUSTAINABLE STELLENBOSCH – Opening Dialogues SUSTAINABLE STELLENBOSCH – Opening Dialogues

Sustainability: the existential basis and environmental, economic and social elements 
Stellenbosch is known for its natural beauty, including the mountains, rivers, vineyards and oak trees – a proud 
heritage shared by all inhabitants of the town. The continued expansion of the town and increase in population 
put tremendous pressure on infrastructure that has not expanded at the same rate. It is exactly the beautiful 
natural resources of Stellenbosch that are under threat at present. Homeless people with nowhere else to go 
end up in squatter camps that are often located in environmentally sensitive areas, while the lifestyle of the 
affluent demands more and more resources (energy, water, imported foods) and contribute disproportionately 
high volumes of waste to the municipal landfill. The fight to save the natural resources of Stellenbosch and 
the prospect of a common sustainable future may serve as another potential basis for social cohesion by 
galvanising the inhabitants of the town and providing them with an opportunity to transcend racially linked or 
individualist thinking and to start thinking of an interconnected ‘us’ in Stellenbosch.

Ties of place and blood, cosmopolitan justice and sustainability are good starting points for our quest for social 
cohesion in Stellenbosch. We now turn to what may practically be done to advance it. 

What to do?

A common vision and values
Earlier in this chapter, we asked the question “What binds us together?” and resolved that it should be 
something more profound and enduring than personalities or symbols. The authors are of the opinion that 
social cohesion may be built around a common vision and values that provide hope that the status quo can 
change. Ruben Alves (quoted in Boesak 2005:239) reminds us that “what drives us is not the belief in the 
possibility of a perfect society, but rather the belief in the non-necessity of this imperfect order”. This implies 
visioning exercises that are inclusive of all the sectors of the Stellenbosch community.

Building a movement around a common vision and values
A real movement, which comprises conflict-sensitive development- and cohesion-minded people from various 
disciplines, must lead an authentic and organic (dialogue, problem solving and action) process that will 
inspire people to see a prototype of a preferred common future that responds constructively to ongoing – but 
hopefully diminishing – threats to the well-being and sustainable development of all who live in Stellenbosch. 
Otto Scharmer talks about “leading from the future as it emerges” and “exploring the future by doing and 
experimenting” (2007:203). This process must have the unconditional mandate of government, business, 
academia and civil society as a whole. 

The authors are part of an emergent Stellenbosch social cohesion movement, the participants of which have 
links to eighty-three networks within the greater Stellenbosch area. At a visioning exercise in February 2010 at 
the Kayamandi Corridor, participants agreed that values are of supreme importance, placing special emphasis 
on connectedness, caring, compassion and ubuntu, as opposed to unfettered personal interest, greed, opulence 
and conspicuous consumption.

Once a firm vision and values are in place, inspirational leaders who live by them are required. A specific type 
of leadership is needed in this movement, one with the ability to connect the missions of various role players 
in such a way as to promote cooperation and dialogue in the interest of the town. Endorsement should be 
sought for the work of the movement, and it would be ideal if the Mayor and Rector of Stellenbosch University 
could act as its patrons.

An infrastructure for conflict transformation
A local infrastructure for conflict transformation (peace for short) and development has to be grown organically. 
An institutional mechanism with a clear mandate to serve as a safe space for generative dialogue and problem 
solving is needed as a counterbalance to the normal political spaces of contestation and competition. If the 
only spaces for interaction in a community are confrontational, party political spaces, the community is in 
trouble. There has to be safe spaces where leaders meet “to resolve the tensions and mistrust [...] and to build 
(or rebuild) their capacity to work effectively together across all of the country’s lines of ethnic and political 

division”, because “democracy depends as much upon cooperation as upon competition” (Wolpe & McDonald 
2008:138-139). Local peace building structures across the world have proven to be invaluable, proactive 
transformers of potentially destructive conflict into generative win-win solutions (Odendaal forthcoming).

Pruitt (2007:4) argues that generative dialogue shifts people from unconstructive attitudes and thinking 
towards constructive ones, as illustrated below. 

Building a coalition – an alternative network of giving and receiving

From To

•	 Seeing	others	as	separate	and	different,	defined	by	their	
roles,	their	positions	on	the	issues,	or	their	place	in	a	
hierarchy

•	 Seeing	others	as	fellow	human	beings:	‘we	are	in	
this	together’	and	all	have	something	important	to	
contribute

•	 Seeing	oneself	as	separate	from	the	problem	situation	
and	looking	to	others	to	change	in	order	to	resolve	it

•	 Seeing	oneself	as	part	of	the	system	that	sustains	the	
situation	and	accepting	responsibility	for	changing	
oneself

•	 Disconnecting	relationships	within	stuck	problem	
situations

•	 Creative	relationships	energised	by	mutually	owned	
ideas	for	addressing	problems

•	 Acceptance	of	dysfunctional	societal	structures	and	
systems

•	 Commitment	to	promoting	change	toward	healthy	
societal	structures	and	systems

An infrastructure for peace should become an official cornerstone of governance and socio-economic processes, 
so that no one in the greater Stellenbosch area should have any doubt that this community is developing a 
habit of engaging in dialogue and problem solving as a first response to any challenging situation.

A social network as a safety net is the essence of community mobilisation for sustainable growth in relationships 
and development. What is needed is a civil society coalition that may put in place alternative networks of giving 
and receiving to augment traditional distribution networks (for example, the tax system). What is needed is not 
coercion, but cohesion – the more difficult route. 

Building capabilities
Social cohesion initiatives will have to prioritise investment in building the human capital of those presently 
poor in order to reduce inequality. The inability of the current education system to prepare the youth for 
responsible citizenship and skilled work constitutes a violation of their fundamental human rights, because 
they are condemned to receive inferior income (if any) in a whirlpool of a series of poverties. Van der Berg 
(2010:3) points out that “reducing inequality substantially is currently unlikely without a massive increase in 
the human capital of those presently poor”, but adds that “prospects in this regard are inauspicious”. 

New towns and corridors
Segregated residential areas – the physical legacy of separation – should be addressed through a spatial 
development framework for cohesion. New towns that reflect social cohesion thinking must be built and 
serious consideration should be given to establishing corridors between segregated residential areas. The 
municipality clearly has a crucial role to play in this respect. 

Linking local and national efforts
Any effort from civil society to build cohesion must have linkages to efforts to foster cohesion at the national 
level. In 2009, the Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) and the Department of Arts and Culture (DAC) held 
a Social Cohesion Colloquium around the theme of ‘Building a Caring Nation’. The conference was meant to be 
the start of a national dialogue on social cohesion and offered a number of recommendations, including the 
following:

 � the promotion of social cohesion should be integrated into the work of all government departments;
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 � the concept of ubuntu must be promoted among all South African citizens;

 � all structures of civil society must be involved in the promotion of social cohesion; and 

 � more dialogue should be facilitated around issues that hinder social cohesion, such as xenophobia, racism 
and social inequities. 

The call has been made at national level. Sadly, the DAC appears to have dropped the ball and (as of January 
2011) the recommendations of the colloquium have not been implemented.2 It is now civil society’s patriotic 
duty to answer that call and make calls of their own as they partner with all stakeholders at various levels to 
heal society. 

imagine ... 
Imagine a Stellenbosch where every year, thousands of citizens gather on Die Braak in a massive festive 
celebration of the successes of the local municipality, the university, the economic sector, and civil society 
networks. Citizens honour successive municipal councils with an award for twenty years of excellence, justice 
and development. The Stellenbosch Gross Wellness Index, developed by Stellenbosch University, shows that 
citizens are extremely satisfied with the levels of sustainable development, environmental protection, cultural 
preservation, and good governance achieved.

Citizens are proud of the ‘new’ heritage and legacy that add fame to Stellenbosch: the birthplace of the apartheid 
system has become the model of ‘conflictability’, the ability to transform conflict into healthy opportunities 
for growth and cohesion. The local Cohesion Forum, which has become an official local governance institution 
for problem solving and dialogue, has inspired a wave of other local peace building structures across South 
Africa and Africa. Stellenbosch is known as a place where people’s default reaction to challenges is to talk to 
one another and then to act as one. 

Unemployment is at its lowest levels. A predicted housing deficit and backlog of twenty-five years has been 
wiped out in less than ten. Local industries and economic actors led a turnaround strategy to reduce inequality, 
because they realised that it was in their interest to do so. Vibrant local civil society networks and forums – 
aided by competent, locally trained facilitators – form the backbone of constructive partnerships between 
citizens and the government and business sectors. Not a single contentious issue is left unaddressed. Conflict 
is seen as healthy; debates are vibrant; dialogue is of a high standard; and the ability to respond constructively 
to conflict is continuously developed.

No problem is able to divide its citizens, because everyone – yes, even the local politicians – has shifted from 
destructive competition to constructive collaboration. They understand the concept of ‘we-ness’, and talk 
about ‘cowesion’. No one is left behind and everyone, including foreigners from across the borders, has a 
sense of belonging. Stellenbosch is now hailed as the prototype of nation-building. Language barriers broke 
down as people learned to speak one another’s language. There is a culture of sharing and injustice and socio-
economic inequality are seen as a toxic threat to Stellenbosch as a whole. Citizens are proud of the way they 
take responsibility for their own actions and how they defend a common human value system. 

Those skeptics who would argue that the above is a fantasy should take the words of St Francis of Asissi to 
heart: “Start by doing what is necessary; then do what is possible; and suddenly you are doing the impossible.” 
As we practice the art and skill of creating a new legacy, we find ourselves among ...

[... the] ordinary men and women of our country who are daily weaving a memory, beading a legacy, 
cutting a spoor, telling a story, and loading into these bowls of history a future for all our people 
driven by the humane vision of ubuntu, the deep-seated sentiment that makes us who we are.

[Mbeki	2004:n.p.]

2	 The	Department	of	Arts	and	Culture’s	Social	Cohesion	Directorate	organised	the	much	anticipated	Social	Cohesion	Summit	
in	July	2012.
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introduction
The fact that the conceptual divide between the Global North and Global South is not as clear in South Africa 
as in other parts of the world presents the South African business sector with unique challenges. For example, 
South African businesses enjoy first-world infrastructure, (reasonable) energy reliability and stable market 
structures; but at the same time, they face a number of developmental demands, such as a high degree of 
inequality in income, welfare and education levels. Nowhere is this more prevalent than in Stellenbosch, which 
may be one of the most unequal localities in South Africa. On the positive side, this very fact implies that there 
is enormous potential for transformation here. The business community has a vital role to play in unlocking this 
potential by providing leadership for the creation of a common vision for the future of Stellenbosch – hardly a 
trivial exercise in itself.

This chapter provides an overview of the Stellenbosch business sector and the dynamic relationship between 
the pressures and opportunities faced by this sector in a global context, before exploring ways in which the 
business sector may mobilise itself in order to foster the town’s transformation towards sustainability.

overview of the Stellenbosch economy 
The local economy has been described elsewhere in this book, but its salient features may be summarised again 
here as follows (Stellenbosch Municipality 2008):

 � economic activities within the municipal boundaries are diverse and often highly specialised, providing 
goods and services well beyond regional and even national boundaries;

 � the total value of economic activities approaches R4 billion per year, at a growth rate of over 4%, representing 
a quarter of the District’s value addition;

 � sector-specific figures indicate that financial and business services are the main contributors to the 
economy, followed by manufacturing; collectively, these sectors contribute over half of the total economic 
value; 

 � trade and government services together make up another quarter of the economy (with a fairly even share); 

 � agriculture, transport and communication, community, social and personal services, and construction 
represent the remaining approximately 20% of the economy; and 

 � sectors experiencing strong growth include finance and business, trade, transport and communication, as 
well as community, social and personal services.

Stellenbosch Municipality’s Local Economic Development Strategy (ibid.) also highlights the following key or 
niche sectors whose competitive advantages should be supported in order to stimulate local economic growth:

 � services: education, financial, business, administrative and government;

 � tourism: wine, food, wellness, historic homesteads, adventure and sport;
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