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A democratic South Africa which is transformed into a peaceful, post-apartheid 
society; where relevant issues are discussed by all sectors of society. 

The Goedgedacht Forum's focus is "the common good". It seeks to contribute to a South African 
process which strengthens democratic, participative institutions and movements; promotes 
peace and justice and strives for a harmonious society in which all of its people prosper and fulfil 
their potential as human beings. 

ABOUT THE GOEDGEDACHT FORUM 

At the beginning of 2021, South Africa was tired. Already battered by an economic downturn and 
national and global uncertainty, the Covid-19 pandemic made life even harder for most South 
Africans. Many people lost their jobs, got seriously ill, lost their lives or the lives of loved ones. 
Thousands of formerly economically active people suddenly did not have enough food to eat or safe 
spaces to isolate if they contracted the virus.

In response, ordinary people stepped up to the challenge and gave the support that the government 
should have provided. They gave food to thousands of South Africans who had nothing to eat. 
People found and shared safe isolation spaces for infected people who could not isolate 
themselves at home. In addition, they supported thousands of vegetable gardens to enable people 
to provide their own food. Extraordinary networks emerged almost overnight. 

Two such organisations of extraordinary people were the Cape Town-based Community Action 
1 2Network (CAN)  groups and the Swartland-based Goedgedacht Trust.

The deeply conscious, political acts of kindness shown by the work of the CANs and the 
Goedgedacht staff members not only relieved the plight of people whose lives have been 
devastated by the pandemic but created new hope that a kinder society is possible. 

It is against this background that the Goedgedacht Forum for Social Reflection held a meeting 
on 31 March 2021 – 1 April 2021 at Goedgedacht under the theme  
“COVID-19 Kindness: Creating a New Society”.

1. Cape Town Together is a rapid community response to COVID-19. The broader collective is made up of people from all over 
the city coming together to self-organize, take local action, and develop ways to share resources. Some members are 
organisers, some are carers, some have worked in outbreak situations before. Many have histories in social organising and 
activisim that come out of the pre-democracy struggle. COVID-19 reminds the CAN members that we are all connected, that this 
is a time for solidarity, and that we need to move fast.

The goal of Cape Town Together is to support Community Action Networks (CANs) in neighbourhoods across the city. Each 
community group or CAN is organised at the neighbourhood level and is also connected to the broader CTT network. This 
means that they act locally, while also drawing on their collective experience and energy to share lessons and resources across 
the city. The community response look different in each neighbourhood — they are not trying to create a copy-paste model that 
can be scaled up. Instead, they are looking to set up a system that can collectively support many locally-led neighbourhood 
initiatives.

2. Managed by a board of trustees, the Goedgedacht Trust was established in 1993 to contribute to the transformation of 
disadvantaged rural communities in the West Coast region of the Western Cape. To meet the challenges faced by rural 
communities, the Trust developed and implemented a creative and sustainable flagship, Path Onto Prosperity (POP) Program, 
catering to the needs of children at different stages of their lives, starting with the first 1 000 days until adulthood.

During 2020 Covid 19 Pandemic the Goedgedacht Trust supported 167 volunteers in its six youth centres (Porterville, 
Koringberg, Riebeek West, Riebeek Kasteel; Riverlands, Chatsworth) to prepare 600 000 cooked meals for people in need of 
food. In addition, the Trust establishing two COVID 19 isolation units (one for men and one for women) on Goedgedacht farm 
where 119 patients who could not isolate at home were admitted. The Trust also produced and distributed 15 000 sachets of an 
immune-boosting drink and distributed 14 959 packets of vegetable seeds to the ± 2000 Goedgedacht community gardens



Representatives of the CANs and the Goedgedacht Trust were invited to the meeting to share 
what they learned from their involvement in the COVID 19 response, especially in terms of how 
kindness could contribute to creating a new society. In addition, Dr Gavin Andersson and Dr 
Jess Auerbach were invited to provide a theoretical framework for the work done by the CANs 
and the Goedgedacht Trust.

KINDNESS

The meeting started with participants reflecting on their understanding of the meaning of kindness. 
Participants defined kindness as acts of radical generosity. This form of generosity is grounded in the values 
of respect, humility, patience, acknowledgement of the vulnerability of self, and the dignity of people who 
benefit from kindness. Further, kindness was defined as a longing to do good to support other people, even 
when costly to the self. Such kindness is aware of the dynamics of economic status, language, or 
geographical locations within our city. 

The desire to do good comes without long pondering and has no strings attached. Kindness does not expect 
anything in return. It is never about the giver but always about the person who receives kindness. 

Participants agreed that authentic kindness is not about charity but solidarity, where the dignity of people 
who receive kindness is both acknowledged and respected. The group understood that kindness is needed 
due to the impact of the pandemic that layers onto historically unjust social structures. This understanding 
guides the need for solidarity and accountability, rather than people feeling vulnerable or embarrassed about 
their needs. 

The CAN and Goedgedacht Trust COVID kindness were sensitive to the painful complexities of our context. 
This awareness enabled dignified support, where unkind comments or unkind behaviour from those 
receiving kindness were contextualised. The meeting agreed that acts of kindness should not be affected by 
unkind comments or unkind behaviour from the recipients. 

Participants shared about witnessing how the powerful consequences of acts of kindness rubbed off on 
other people who were then also motivated to be kind. In this way, an individual act of kindness became a 
catalyst for more kind actions. 

THE CAN WAY OF OPERATING

Respect for the humanity and the dignity of all people affected by COVID-19 motivated the CAN members to 
do the work. This motivation influenced the CANS not to understand their work as acts of charity but instead 
acts of solidarity and even activism. The focus on solidarity prevented a desire for recognition and self-
gratification. 

The CAN groups followed a very pragmatic working approach. They developed a model where the output of 
the work required replication faster than the illness.  For this to happen, communities themselves had to 
decide what should be done and how it should be done. They then had to mobilise because they knew the 
communities better than external roleplayers. 

The CANs followed a feminist approach to organising and doing. This approach allowed for inclusivity, the 
flattening of hierarchies, collective leadership, and a careful critique of the power dynamics. Everybody in the 
network was a leader, and everybody did their work as equals. 

The CANs mobilised people by identifying strategic partners (kitchens) and inviting them to become part of 
the network. Although different kitchens became part of the network, each kitchen maintained its autonomy. 



The networks operated in an unbounded way without having formal structures. Rules developed in the 
“working together process” and only rules that made sense on the ground were followed. 

The CANs embraced critical connection rather than critical mass. This critical connection allowed for the 
putting aside of differences in culture and personality to move forward. 

Friendships formed the glue that kept the CANs members together and allowed the groups to organise 
across race and class boundaries. Even when people in the network differed, they remained part of the 
group. Honest and crucial conversations were always encouraged.

The different partners of the CAN network used social media to connect regularly, share good information, 
encourage initiative, and sustain the energy within the network. Social media was also used to share all new 
information about COVID-19 and to encourage everyone to follow all COVID 19 protocols to remain safe.

PRESENTATIONS

Gavin Andersson and Jess Auerbach agreed that the acts of COVID-19 kindness showed that a new and 
kinder society is possible and shared some insights into what might be required to achieve this new society. 

In his presentation, Gavin Andersson highlighted that the COVID-19 kindness demonstrated by the CAN 
groups was possible because it was not organised in a patriarchal top-down manner usually followed by 
governments, or a sensationalist way usually followed by the media. Both government and the media used 
the language of fear and war in their response to COVID. The CANs followed a different approach. 

During the COVID lockdown, the CANs looked at what was needed and started spontaneously to organise. 
They followed a horizontal approach to decision making, which enabled them to organise across race or 
class boundaries.  

The motivation of the CANs was a shared enterprise of mutual care and a looking out for each other. They 
looked after people when they were hurt and protected each other in the network. Kindness was the core 
value of this way of organising. 

Gavin Andersson mentioned that South Africa has very few examples in history where people organised in 
favour of something and not against something and where people organised across racial and class 
boundaries with the primary purpose to help each other.  

The CANs way of organising is unusual. It is unbounded. It does not use formal organisations or structures. It 
only focuses on what is needed. 

Traditional organisations only focus on their primary focus area, e.g. climate justice, gender equality, etc. 
When things fall outside this focus, such organisations do not take such issues on. Such organisations 
argue, “if our organisation flourishes, the whole society will flourish”. 

The way of organising, as illustrated by the CANs does not follow this route. From below communities are 
creating something new that involves unbounded organisations which work across boundaries. 

An unbounded way of organising has a more direct impact in communities. An individual household uses the 
house kitchen to make food to feed as many people as possible. Other people in the community then start to 
do the same. The multiplying effect is impressive, as the work of the CANs illustrates. 

If government organises, the impact is much smaller and often politically informed. Governments want to 
work with organisations that have a structure e.g. constitution, registration as NPO, or a board. Many times 
such structures hinder impact as it becomes too complicated and bureaucratic.



In Postmasburg, for example, government organised a formal structure including business, government, 
and the local mines to work together to organise 300 food parcels. By contrast, one person in the community 
fed 150 people per day from her food kitchen, half what the formal structure achieved. Two churches and a 
youth organisation fed 500 people per day together. The women and the two churches and organisation 
were able to deliver double the output of the formal structure. When people start doing things that they want 
to do, the impact is so much better. 

Gavin Andersson celebrated that the CANs have achieved something unusual and remarkable. He argued 
that we need to identify why the CANs worked so well because there are learnings about creating a new and 
better society. He concluded by stating that we have arrived at a moment in history where everything is 
changing because of climate change. With COVID we had a glimpse of how societies can work in a new way. 
To do so, we have to answer the following questions:

•  What are the new questions we are invited to ask at this new time?
•  What new practices are we called to create (e.g. CANS) to create the new society?

In her presentation, Jess Auerbach stressed that the COVID-19 CAN work highlighted the inequality in the 
country. The CAN’s could not operate optimally without equitable access to data. Most conversations, 
development of new knowledge, and the coordination of time took place through social media. Without data, 
the work of the CANS as effective. South Africans need access to data to do the public good. Data is 
becoming an increasingly important commodity for doing all things in life. It has become a fundamental 
necessity for participating in life. 

The COVID-19 regulations required physical distancing between people. People with access to data could 
continue to socially interact with each other by using Zoom, WhatsApp, etc. People without data were forced 
to distance themselves both physically and socially. Social distancing is much harder than physical 
distancing. Nobody likes it. Without data, people had to put their lives at risk to get things done. 

Access (or inaccess) to data creates enormous tension. It determines who was able to benefit and who was 
able to survive, through accessing resources via online platforms. The work of the CAN groups – which was 
coordinated with a combination of personal and online networks - showed how data could assist South 
Africans to cross racial, class and geographic divides and do things that we as people have never done 
before. Without equal access to data, it is difficult to create the new society we are dreaming of.

Jess Auerbach argued that the telling of the COVID-19 stories could assist in creating a new society. 
She asked the question, ‘how should we tell the story of the past year’ and suggested there is a need for a 
space for reflection and a pause to prepare us for the storytelling. For many, the COVID-19 pandemic was a 
time of survival to do what was necessary to continue living. It was also an opportunity to give something to 
make it possible for others to survive. Jess Auerbach went on to pose, ‘how do we round this work down? Do 
we let it pass or do we make it into something that contributes to addressing the way we live forward?’ She 
mentioned that President Ramaphosa speaks about rebuilding - there is a need to rebuild, and now is the 
time for it. Do we build back the same, or do we do things differently? She used the double meaning of the 
word ‘remember’ which can be about both memory, and putting back together, to suggest that South African 
society has an opportunity to create the country so many people had dreamed of. We need this kindness 
remembering to help us built a new society.

Jess Auerbach asked the question ‘when we create spaces for reflection and remembering, what kind of 
things do we want to re-member? What kind of country do we want to put together in this way? Is there a 
way through this process that we can bring together a very different country?’ 

We need to do things differently because the current way of doing things as a country does not inspire. If 
you compare what we read about in the news and listen to the stories the CAN people are telling around 
the Goedgedacht Forum table, what you see around the table is completely different from what we hear 
in our day to day lives. There is a national need to make the stories of the people around the 
Goedgedacht Forum table the stories that dominate the news and the stories that people talk about at 
the dinner table. It is the centering of these stories that will assist us in creating the new society. 
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At the end of her presentation, Jess Auerbach asked the questions ‘What are the changes that happened in 
the country through the work of the CANs?  How did people’s views about each other change through the 
work of the CANS? How can anybody go to sleep if some people are hungry?’ She responded to her 
questions, stating that through the work of the CANs, people are suddenly concerned about people being 
hungry. It is not that people were not hungry before. Something has changed. It was the crisis moment that 
held us together. And there is something important here: we cannot unsee what we have seen.  

Jess Auerbach concluded by saying that stories are essential to help us not forget what happened in COVID, 
so that we cannot go back to what it was before. We have to feel all the difficulties that people have to deal 
with in life, and we have to work through them. We need to remember things and do them differently. 

In the plenary discussions after the two presentations, the participants spent time reflecting on the lessons 
learned from the CAN experiences about how we could do politics differently and how society should 
organise differently. 

During the plenary conversations after the contributions of the two speakers, participants agreed that the 
South African government’s response to the COVID 19 pandemic reiterated why South Africans must do 
politics differently. Some of the reasons raised include that the government only responded in an energised 
way because wealthy people were also affected by the virus. Other participants felt strongly that the 
politicians used their access to food relief as a powerful tool to manipulate and influence desperate people 
and gratify themselves. People who are not supporting the governing party are less likely to receive food 
support. In addition, politicians followed a top-down approach to instruct communities what to do with food 
relief, which divided communities. 

Participants made suggestions on how politics should be done differently. These suggestions included that 
politicians should not think that they know better than the people. They should allow conversation and 
debate and not stifle it. They should relate to communities, not as people with power but rather as equal to 
everyone in the community and elected to serve the community. Participants also felt that politicians could 
learn much from the CANs on how to get things done in the community, including how to work apolitically, 
where they should be just as eager to support people who did not vote for them. When the ego of politicians is 
more important than the needs of the community, they lose the trust of the people very quickly.

The CAN participants felt strongly that due to the limited government support for their work, they became 
much more aware of how badly the government is failing communities on a day-to-day basis. The CANs 
gained valuable experience on how to hold government accountable and proposed that communities 
should start auditing the work government is doing in their areas for submission to the office of the 
auditor general. The social audit methodology offers a framework for this.

The disillusionment with the way politics are operating in South Africa caused participants to reflect on how 
society should organise differently. The experience and learnings made by the CAN groups stimulated the 
conversation. Participants criticised the current ways of organising which are heavily influenced by societal 
values of power and status. People depend on the so-called people of status and influence to save them from 
despair. The COVID 19 experience proof that this will never happen. Instead, people need to take care of 
themselves and each other. Caring for the self and each other should be guided by kindness and should 
ideally happen without formal structures, disregarding the structural boundaries of race and class. 



From the beginnings of humankind, food has played an essential role in the way humanity organised itself. 
The unbounded principles of a non-hierarchical approach that the CANs used to organise community 
participation in food provision to all people could guide us on more effective ways to organise all aspects of 
our society, including health and education. All the different kitchens worked together through using social 
media to mobilise a whole network of people to organise that everyone in the community in need of food 
received a meal. This collaboration showed signs of a food revolution that changed the lives of people 
significantly. What is required for a similar health or education revolution that will change the lives of people in 
the same way?

Participants felt strongly that the Covid-like responses of the CANS should become the norm in all 
communities. For this to happen, the CAN-like way of organising needs to be studied, understood, and 
replicated in our communities. Kindness and a commitment to authentic friendships were the glue that held 
the CANS together. Such an approach can, as with the CAN work, lead to real change. 


	Page 1
	Page 2
	Page 3
	Page 4
	Page 5
	Page 6
	Page 7

