
“This was a special series of sessions. As professionals we were able to be vulnerable about experiences 
that are not unique to ourselves. Many of us work with clients and communities facing similar issues. 

“It did not matter that we did not resolve any of the problems. I feel I have been given an opportunity 
to trust in myself more, to cry less for the young child in me who had to grow up too soon, to be 
proud of the person that I am, and to keep myself physically and emotionally healthy by steering away 
from negativity and looking for the positive reinforcers in my life and work. 

“I have a renewed energy now and am more encouraged to do my work well.”

Inxeba 
lentliziyo

Report of the 11th meeting of the Violence Prevention Forum
29 September to 14 October 2020

- 11th VPF participant

Healing from gender 
and racial oppression

Wound of the heart
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During four online sessions, twenty professionals from government, academia and non-government 
organisations shared and heard stories of personal violation and resilience. We were women, men, young, old, 
and from different sectors. 

We found that it was possible, within a contained, compassionate and respectful process, to speak about our 
experiences of racism, violence and sexism, and to find support and healing. 

As a black person, I had a sense of comfort, courage and trust, even when saying 
things that may not have been received well by white people.

This was hard to imagine when we started out. Many of us have had bad experiences of processes that tried to 
deal with racism but led to hurt, conflict or the breakdown of meetings. 

Yet we also knew that not addressing unspoken tensions and unresolved pain would ultimately prevent us from 
having honest, clear and respectful discussions.

Through this process we learned that it is not only possible, but also necessary, to create spaces where difficult 
issues can be discussed, shared and heard; so healing can take place. 

“As a black person, I had a sense of comfort, courage and trust, even when saying things that may not have 
been received well by white people.”

“I found it difficult to get to a point where we have reconciled our expectations of white people that we work 
with, who mean well, and have their heart in the right place. I find discomfort and conflict with what to say and 
how, without being perceived as speaking for others in a way that is inappropriate. I experience this with my 
relationships and conversations with them. 

“It is hard to discuss this with white colleagues. I can’t reconcile what we want as black people. For example, 
young black men have been stereotyped because of their expressions of masculinity. These stereotypes 
pathologise a way of being that may be an expression of ‘African-ness’. 

“I find it difficult to articulate an African way of being. What does an African way of doing the work that we do 
look like? What is an African way of understanding the work that we do?

Painful experiences of violence and abuse lie just beneath the surface of daily interactions between 
professionals, healers, researchers, activists, government officials and the communities they serve.

Racial and gender oppression are often hidden, and only become apparent when they result in acts of physical 
violence such as rape, or racist insults. These systemic forms of oppression are prevalent in our workplaces 
and communities, and impact on the lives of most South Africans. 

The Violence Prevention Forum decided to address this directly over a four-day interactive process between 
29 September and 14 October 2020. It follows six years of meeting to facilitate collective action to prevent 
interpersonal violence in South Africa. 

Executive summary

We have identified inequality as one of the most significant underlying factors driving 
violence; and recognised the need to support frontline workers whose experiences of 
vicarious and direct violence impacts their ability to provide caring support to victims. 
We have identified the need for healing through sharing personal stories.
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Executive summary

I am passionate about meditation, 
trauma and systemic healing. I work 

mostly with individuals and small 
groups, studying the nervous system 

in its different states and healing 
personal, family, ancestral and 

collective trauma.

I am a traditional healer, and a 
community communication and 
development activist facilitating 

community dialogues on government 
performance. I am also an aspiring 

scholar with specific interest in 
the relationship between power, 
culture and subaltern politics. I 

am passionate about learning and 
unlearning to evolve new ideas. My 
ancestral name is Mmalesedi, which 
translates to ‘Mother of Light’. I strive 

to live up to the name.

I am a Minister in the Methodist 
Church in Edenvale, Johannesburg. I 
am a spiritualist, a training facilitator, 
a teacher and author of The Creative 

Passionate Genius.

Rasada Goldblatt Sibongile Masemola Mogomotsi Diutlwileng

When the session was proposed I was not trustful of it. But I was willing to see 
where these difficult conversations would go. As I shared, and when the white 
people shared, it felt as though we were speaking to white people who were already 
converted. I hope that the conversation will reach the ‘unconverted’ so that we can 
all get to a point of understanding that we all have our own burdens. If this process is 
upscaled then all people would be able to work easier with each other.

The way care has been limited and contained in our world means that we don’t value 
it. The ethics of care and ubuntu are central – we have to increase the value of caring. 
This space is a demonstration of care and justice.

Our healers

We found that it is important to draw on different ways of healing. We learned that it is important to be able 
to draw on different healing modalities. We had a trauma therapist, a Christian pastor and a traditional healer 
join us to share how they work and understand trauma and healing. There was particular appreciation of the 
traditional healer’s approach, which is not often given attention in professional settings.
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What we achieved

We wanted to show through our own experience that healing was possible, and we have already seen how it 
positively changed the dynamics and partnerships between people in the forum. 

We also set out to give people the experience of sharing their stories as a way of healing, and to have the 
confidence to speak about difficult issues. This is what will enable them to guide processes like this in their own 
workplaces and communities. 

The sessions also emboldened and inspired us to advocate for the need to acknowledge past and current violations 
and trauma that keep people in a state of anger and fear, and which often lead to violence. That is how we will be 
better able to attend to them. 

The sessions also emboldened and inspired us to advocate for the need to acknowledge 
past and current violations and trauma that keep people in a state of anger and fear, and 
which often lead to violence. That is how we will be better able to attend to them.

While our aim was not necessarily to find answers, but to experience a process of sharing and healing, we have 
thought hard about where we go from here, and how it can inform our work. We now know that the process 
works, and we know what makes it work. We have proven the importance of skilled and empathetic facilitation, 
and shown the effect of creating a safe and supportive space in which people can share. 

We have reaffirmed the importance of recognising the trauma of racial and gender oppression and how it 
impacts on people today, and we have begun to explore ways in which people can begin to heal. 

We are inspired to keep experimenting with this methodology, and to apply its methods in the facilitation 
coaching which we will run in 2021. 

We have reaffirmed the importance of recognising the trauma of racial and gender 
oppression and how it impacts on people today, and we have begun to explore ways 
in which people can begin to heal.

We are humbled by our lack of answers, but empowered by the journey we have begun.
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Framing the meeting

VPF driver group member, Tshepiso Machabaphala, explained why we decided to focus the 11th meeting of the 
VPF on healing from racial and gender oppression.

The Violence Prevention Forum is composed of strong, effective partnerships between government, academia, 
development partners and non-governmental organisations. The main aim of the forum has been to contribute 
to the prevention of violence in South Africa through creating the conditions for the implementation of the best 
possible contextually-appropriate programmes.

We are a society in need of profound healing, as service providers and members of our communities. The VPF 
driver group agreed that: 
• There is a relationship between our history and current inequalities, and bottled-up feelings can and do lead to 

violence
• A focus on healing is necessary, and the forum is a safe place for tough discussions that individuals and 

organisations might not be able to address in isolation 
• One of the six factors the forum identified as standing in the way of violence prevention is a ‘workforce in need 

of healing’. It is difficult for us to promote this without personal experience of a collective healing process.

The driver group agreed that it was necessary for the forum to begin to understand the impact of racism and 
colonisation on the violence we experience today in South Africa. This was not a unanimous decision. At least one 
member of the driver group was concerned about the risks that discussions like this might hold for the forum, but 
gave their support to the group to proceed. 

Here are some of the things participants have said in past meetings that informed our decision:
• ‘We are confronted with the social effects of a global pandemic with the potential to lead to heightened tension 

both personally and professionally.’
• ‘The meeting presents an opportunity to experience the individual change required to achieve greater systemic 

change for the effective prevention of violence.’
• ‘Violence is part and parcel of us all, it forms part of our DNA as South Africans. It is systemic and manifests 

itself in different forms, levels, layers and actions - whether overtly or very practically.’ 
•  ‘As a violence prevention practitioner, I am exposed to traumas that are based on racial prejudices, class and 

gender inequality.’ 

The systemic challenges we face as a country are experienced on a personal level and lead to frustration, a 
disillusionment with political promises, and anger at expectations that were never fulfilled. As a country, we have 
not yet fully dealt with the impact of apartheid. As a consequence, the systemic racism from which we aim to heal 
is further perpetuated. 

The gap between the haves and the have nots continues to grow wider, entrenching existing structural 
inequality, and leading to a society that grows anxious and resorts to violence. This is underpinned by a history 
that has presented violence as a means of gaining attention, of increasing the probability of change.

It is important for us, as the VPF, to acknowledge that we have a hurtful past that is possibly the root of the 
violence we are striving to prevent. 

In order for us to make a change in the world, we need to start with ourselves. If we are asking our country to heal, 
we need to know what that means for us too. Because only when we have achieved our own healing can we bring 
the same healing to others. 

The point of this meeting is to heal the healer. 

The active listening from everyone felt like a gift. I felt liberated when I shared. When 
you keep things quiet for a long time, it can make you feel chained. Listening to myself 
speaking was a relief, so was being able to speak about my story in a bigger group. 

The diversity that we like so much as the rainbow nation is also embroiled with a lot of 
racial comments and a string of hurts that we throw at each other.
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A healing process in which personal stories of violation and oppression are shared requires careful planning and 
facilitation. In this process the facilitators were also participants, which required a high level of skill and experience. 

Prospective participants were asked to provide a short motivation for why they would like to attend. They were 
also required to commit to attending all four three-hour sessions. We could only include 20 people, to ensure 
everyone would have time to share a story if they wanted to. 

A process like this, while intentionally healing, is also emotionally demanding. Not all VPF driver group members 
or participants felt ready or able to engage in the process. This was to be expected, and probably reflects the 
feelings of many people in South Africa.

The VPF values, and a set of clear principles for engagement – or boundary agreements – were discussed and agreed 
by participants before each of the sessions. They were essential for creating a safe, predictable and contained meeting 
space. For this process we added two values – humility and compassion – to the seven we already have.

The process

VPF 
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VPF principles for engagement

A number of measures were taken to ensure that participants would be safe and emotionally supported through the process:
• An online breakout room was made available for anyone needing to step away and receive personal support from a 

facilitator. The facilitators were also available between meetings.
• Mosaic and Ububele offered support sessions with trained counsellors.
• A WhatsApp group was created to enable participants to connect with and support each other.

• Keep an open mind and be open to receiving feedback
• Honour the experiences of others without judgement
• Speak your truth – and balance this by taking care of 

yourself
• Confidentiality
• Take a break when appropriate
• Stay engaged in the process
• Reasonable dialogue and clear conversation – with a 

commitment to returning to difficult conversations so 
everybody can be heard

• Honour the silence
• Cultivate presence: Your mind is not closed down with 

opinions, your heart is not closed down with judgement or 
fear, and your body is not urging you to flee

• Be prepared to experience discomfort
• No blaming or shaming of self or others – use ‘I’ statements
• Accountable for our intentions and impact on others
• Expect and accept non-closure
• Have a healing intention
• All support those who forget these boundaries 
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The process

The four sessions followed the same pattern:
• They started with a check-in for participants to share a few words about themselves, their expectations and 

their feelings
• Reflection on the meeting principles and agreements, and a commitment to uphold them 
• Short ritual opening of the ‘truth mandala’ followed by stories shared by participants.
• Participants brought five items representing emotions that could be evoked by experiences of oppression: a 

stick representing anger, a black bag representing fear, an empty bowl representing longing and a handful 
of dry leaves representing grief. A cushion represented a comfortable space for participants to consider their 
feelings, without expressing them. When introducing their story, participants would refer to the symbols to 
indicate how their experience made them feel. These were represented with the ‘truth mandala’ below.

• A reflection process during which all participants said what they had heard using the prompt: ‘I heard a 
person say…’

• An input from one of the healers: Sibongile Masemola, Rasada Goldblatt or Mogomotsi Diutlwileng
• Participants were offered short readings to stimulate their thinking between sessions. (See Appendices 1-3)

A summary of the reflections from the gender and race groups were shared in plenary. 

The meeting concluded with everyone completing the following statement in their own way:

I go forward today with renewed ...................................................................

and I will use it to ............................................................................................

In the final session, after stories were shared, 
participants moved into groups of the same gender 
to debrief with the following questions. This was 
intended to provide a safe space for women and men 
to share their gendered experiences of the process: 

What was it like for you to:
• Prepare your story or prepare to share your story?
• Share your story?
• Be listened to by a compassionate 

non-judgemental group of people?
• Have part of your story reflected back to you?

What support can we give each other now? 
We then broke into race groups to consider the following 
questions: What was your experience of these sessions, 
as a person of colour or a white person?

From your experience, what do you see as the links 
between personal healing and systemic healing?

What new insights have you gained about how to deal 
with the issues of violence, oppression and inequality?

What has this experience given you for your ongoing 
work in this field, and for the work of the VPF?

Truth Mandala
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Participants agreed that we would not share personal stories in this report, but rather reflect on themes and 
issues that the stories revealed.

Stories of rape and sexual abuse experienced in childhood were shared by men and women who spoke about 
how these experiences haunt and impact on them today.

Women and men shared stories of abusive fathers, who had a profound impact on their lives and their 
relationships with their own partners and children.

Black people shared stories of racist abuse – many spoke of the pain they felt when they were called ‘kaffir’.*

White people shared stories of confusion, hurt and pain when they were accused of racism, and didn’t fully 
understand why.

Mothers shared stories about the fear they have for their children who have already experienced racism.

What we heard

A story shared by a participant

It is hard for me to present my story. When I was listening to the stories that have 
been shared they resonated and helped me to locate my anger. I realised that I am 
angry and losing trust in any system not to be anti-black. When you are getting 
service from Shoprite in Zola (Soweto) you will get the worst kind of service, because 
it is serving black people. In Brakpan, where the clients are boere (white people) 
you get much better service. It’s the same store, you should have the same service. 
It makes me angry with the anti-black world order. I am also angry and don’t have 
trust in white people generally. They want to hold on to their privilege, even if it is at 
the expense of the suffering of black people. They don’t come out as a collective 
and acknowledge and apologise. Most are capable when pointing out the wrongs 
in our society, and effective when organising NGOs, but they do not acknowledge 
the privilege they have in an anti-black anti-African world order. I even have to 
communicate in English, and sound like a white person to be taken seriously, and this 
is happening in Africa.

* A violent and offensive racial slur, used as a derogatory word for black people. Use of the word has been 
deemed Crimen Injuria by South Africa’s courts, and is punishable by imprisonment. 
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What we heard

This what we heard people say about experiences of racism:
• I heard a person say something about how it is almost like a burden to wear a black skin… to be black… 

which is something that is not chosen, not something they have made themselves.
• I heard people speaking about the fear that they carry of their children experiencing racism.
• I heard people speaking about the moment of confusion when they became aware of the racial interpretation 

that society holds of their skin.
• I heard women who spoke about how they experience racism and racial discrimination in our country. Some are 

still carrying the scars of prejudice while the others are being vilified as perpetrators of racial discrimination. 

I heard people speaking about the fear that they carry of their children experiencing racism.

• I heard a person speak of his rage at the way white people are critical of black government but were never as 
critical about their own government. 

• I heard a person say ‘I even have to communicate in English and sound like a white person to be taken 
seriously. And this is happening in Africa’. 

• I heard a man say he missed white people voices condemning racism.
• I heard a woman speak about how, without her permission, the colour of her skin has been weaponised. 
• I heard a woman speak about her worry for her children and longing for a time when the world doesn’t see 

her children as first and foremost having a brown skin.
• I heard a man speak about how he desires to have non-racialism, and that when he speaks he isn’t 

understood for what is in his heart. 

I heard a woman speak about how, without her permission, the colour of her skin has 
been weaponised.

• I heard a man wanting to know how he can offer what he feels he can offer in the space of racism in South 
Africa, without this being misconstrued as him using his power and privilege. And longing to offer something 
to the society.

• I heard a woman speak about her anger about others who use the colour of their skin as a weapon, and her 
being viewed in the same light.

• I heard a woman longing that her children wouldn’t have to go through the pain that her parents and herself 
have gone through because of racial discrimination. 

• I heard people speak of a hardening of their hearts – either to refrain from making themselves vulnerable to 
being taken advantage of, or for being discriminated against and misunderstood when they speak up against 
a wrong they see being done against other people. 

This what we heard people say about experiences of violent fathers:
• I heard a woman expressing a difficulty with trusting her partner with her children. 
• I heard a person speak of witnessing how her father was abusive towards her mother.
• I heard women speak about their childhood being lost and invaded and broken.
• I heard a person struggling to break the patterns of relationships set up in childhood and later, and being 

desperate for that not to be her story. 

I heard a person speak of witnessing how her father was abusive towards her mother

• I heard a person say they can’t connect with their children and the pain that brings. 
• I heard two women speak about the very difficult and traumatic relationships with their fathers that continue to 

be a struggle with their partners today.
• I heard a woman speak of how her mother had to care for the man who had abused and violated her, and 

how that made her mother’s health so poor in the years following.
• I heard a man say that the violence he witnessed and experienced from his own father made it extremely 

difficult for him to have a relationship with his own sons. 
• I heard a woman expressing difficulty in trusting that somebody who loves them can love them without hurting them. 
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This is what we heard people say about being a woman:
• I heard a woman say they carry the burden of men’s violence with pain, anger and guilt. 
• I heard a woman speak of carrying the burden and responsibility for losing two people in her work place. 
• I heard a woman expressing exhaustion from the need to be the pillar for everyone and always needing to be strong.
• I heard a woman say she needed to forgive herself for things that were not done by herself… but done to her by men. 
• I heard a woman speak about carrying the care burden.
• I heard women sharing about the level of exposure to violence where they grew up.
• I heard a woman speak about the loneliness of losing so many family members, and the guilt that comes 

with it, and the guilt related to seeing some of her family members experiencing challenges. This has also 
impacted her relationships with men. 

• I heard women speak about having to hold the pain, anger and loneliness of others as well as their own for a 
very long time. 

I heard a woman say she needed to forgive herself for things that were not done by 
herself… but done to her by men.

• I heard a woman share that she was worried that she is not a good enough mother for her children.
• I heard a woman speak about how it is still a struggle to talk about the burden of ‘holding family’ while still 

struggling with challenges of inequality in other spaces.
• I heard women being strong for others around them. 
• I heard a woman speak of how it’s difficult for her to trust leaving her children with friends or family members. 
• I heard women speak about carrying the burden of prejudice from society. 
• I heard a woman express grief over the loss of two lives that were gone too soon. 
• I heard a woman speak about how high the stakes are for her to be able to speak out about the challenges 

that women face and that this sometimes fills her with fear and worry. 
• I heard a woman speak about how difficult it is to be a lone voice challenging the power of men, both at home 

and in a professional space. And how difficult that makes it for women.
• I heard a woman speak about the pain of unreturned love. 
• I heard a woman speak about not being accepted for loving people. 

I heard women speak about carrying the burden of prejudice from society.
• I heard a woman talk about how it took herself a long time to share the pain of giving in relationships and the 

other party only taking. And that this has been a trend in her life.
• I heard a woman speak of her vulnerability in loving men and how that has been used sometimes to take 

advantage of her, even in situations where she hasn’t expressly shown interest. And how this has been used 
to take advantage of her feelings and her sense of dignity for herself. 

This is what we heard people say about being sexually violated as a child:
• I heard childrens’ worlds being violated, their innocence being touched and the pain they experienced 

coming up much later in life… and it really affected me.
• I heard a woman saying she couldn’t even utter the word ‘rape’ because of the abuse she went through in her 

childhood years.

I heard a woman saying she couldn’t even utter the word ‘rape’ because of the abuse 
she went through in her childhood years.

• I heard a person say ‘don’t forget about sexual violence against boy children’.
• I heard a story of a boy who was tricked by a man into a friendship to hurt him, and how that built anger in 

him afterwards, and the thoughts that dominated his mind, and how he didn’t bring himself to hurt another 
human being.

• I heard a man and a woman talking about the shame that they bear from the abuse they experienced. 
• I heard the voice and experience of a seven-year-old boy in the voice and experience of a grown man. 

What we heard
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This is what else we heard people say:
• I heard more than one person speak of how they are grilled and mocked for doing violence prevention work.
• I heard people speaking about anger and pain.
• I heard stories that reflect how the past lives in the now. 
• I heard a person speak of a time in our country’s history when having HIV was taboo and how that may have 

partly contributed to the death of one, and possibly two, of her siblings. 
• I heard a woman express guilt and fear that she was not honouring the memory of her parents. 
• I heard a woman saying she was afraid she wouldn’t be trusted if she told her story. 
• I heard a person who expressed fear for having to go through hurt when she has to challenge or disrupt norms. 
• I heard stories of resilience, even when that wasn’t the intended journey they chose or wanted to walk, but did 

so anyway because they felt they needed to. 

I heard a man say it is very difficult for men to express or even understand when they 
are being violated.

• I heard a person struggling to breathe. 
• I heard stories of people living in fear. 
• I heard a story of a person who had to love yet had to go through pain. 
• I heard a man say it is very difficult for men to express or even understand when they are being violated. 
• I heard stories of resilience brought on by dark emotions.
• I heard women expressing how difficult it is to do the work that we do and to be in relationships with men.
• I heard a man speak about challenges with being able to work with boys to encourage them, but to find it 

difficult to do the same in his family. 
• I heard voices being true and authentic to themselves despite the environment and expectations of society. 
• I heard people speak of the pain and anger they still carry from experiences from their childhood. 
• I heard concern for children – boys and girls.
• I have heard myself in these stories. 
• I heard a man speak about the pain of struggling to find a voice on things that feel very important and close 

to him.
• I heard a woman share about broken relationships in her family because of her sexual orientation, and the 

fact that she has children who are not white. 
• I heard a woman who was condemned when she expressed her love for another woman. 
• I heard people speak of courage; courage to step out of their own comfort to speak out against racism; to 

pursue their happiness at all costs, to love whoever they want to love.

What we heard
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Feedback from participants indicated that the process was very successful. People said they had felt well 
supported and in a safe space while sharing their stories and listening to the stories of others. 

They were deeply affected by the stories and found they often resonated with their own experience. 

People described the process as being meaningful, and said it gave them greater respect and understanding 
for their colleagues, and that it had brought them together. 

They said it left them feeling less alone, and gave impetus to their own healing.

The facilitators were commended for their skilled and empathetic approach. People said they left feeling 
liberated and energised and were inspired to share their story with others.

What participants said about the process

‘I was given the opportunity just to be myself and be human… It was really a comfortable 
and reassuring space to share! I am assured that I have a very strong support system and 
I feel like I can reach out in case I am too overwhelmed to engage on both a professional 
and personal level.’

‘I found myself listening to the very real and painful stories of individual people who 
were courageously sharing while knowing that it was safe. Their stories touched me 
very deeply and resonated with parts of my own story. I heard so much pain from 
stories that started in childhood.’

‘I liked that people felt safe enough to tell these stories.’

‘I learned that there seems to be a link between the painful experience and the motivation 
of people to work in the field of violence and trauma and the healing professions.’

‘We are wounded healers. These sessions were truly a remarkably deep and meaningful 
experience for me. I see each person who shared their story so differently now, with greater 
respect and compassion and understanding. I feel much closer to each of them now.’

‘The values, and in particular the consistency of presence of everyone in the space, 
provided unspoken support. I felt safe in the process with the support from the 
excellent facilitators.’

‘I was given a space to reflect on my journey... and to examine my own experience with 
race, gender, class and its intersection with violence. I learned so much.… not only at a 
human level and the beauty shown in strength and resilience, but also feeling less alone in 
one’s experience by seeing that colleagues are also going through these challenges, but 
still choosing to serve others selflessly and in the spirit of justice and equality. It has made 
me realise that our super power is not that we are flawless but that we have allowed 
those flaws and moments of learning to create impassioned acts and response to others 
enduring the same.’
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What participants said about the process

‘I learned that we all have the innate ability to self-heal but are quite often short of opportunities 
or ability to help ourselves to heal and grow. The meeting/workshop provided me an 
opportunity to access and reconnect with my inner soul and have a better outlook on life. It 
also gave me reassurance that I am not alone - everyone has issues they have to deal with. In 
knowing this it makes you a stronger person and better able to deal with your own issues.’

‘It provided a safe space to connect with others who share similar experiences, 
and allowed me to learn more about myself and others. I mostly liked the different 
perspectives brought in by the guest presenters - they helped in blending together 
all aspects of our lives that need to be actioned, healed and looked at.’

‘Before the workshop I was a bit sceptical about how impactful these sessions would be, 
especially through a virtual platform. However, I was quite amazed by the professional 
manner in which the two facilitators (Jabu and Judy) conducted the workshop. Their 
excellent facilitation skills always leave one impressed.’

‘The workshop left me feeling more energised than I have in a very long time, and I 
am planning to continue rewriting and retelling my story to inspire others.’

‘This was a new experience for me. I was apprehensive about meeting new people and what 
we would talk about and what I would be able to contribute. There wasn’t much I could do. I 
decided to trust the process. I collected my materials with a mix of curiosity and anxiety.’

‘My fears were somewhat allayed when I realised that others also had anxiety about 
the process, even though, in hindsight, theirs was coming from different places. 
The process, it turns out, felt solemn. Judy spoke in low measured tones. Once 
everything was explained, individuals shared their experiences. Not all of these 
resonated with me in the way that they resonated with others, but I realised that 
people carry a lot of hurt. I fretted about what hurt I could muster but eventually 
realised that all I could do was listen.’

‘People were brave. They spoke of the hurt they carried, their helplessness and, in spite 
of all this, showed their fortitude. Experiences grew more dark and I had not shed a tear 
in long time, but I did here. It’s hard as an outsider on a virtual platform to show support 
and I wish I could’ve done something. I just listened. Everyone is the session seemed so 
different. Each has persona. In that intimate space, these differences were removed and 
people showed their vulnerabilities. This was a humbling experience.’

‘Active Listening is REAL…’

‘I learned that words have the power to liberate. I had not really shared my story with 
many people, I struggled to say out loud how I felt about the abuse that took place in our 
home, how guilty I felt loving my dad when he was so oppressive to my mom.’
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‘Telling my story felt like some chains had been broken, it was liberating. It also made me 
start thinking about my responses to conflicts with my partner, and how my reactions most 
times have nothing to do with him or the conflict we are having at the time, but with my past 
experiences and the relationship my parents had.’

‘I also learned to accept my childhood experience for what it was, and to start 
the journey to healing. Though I knew this before, I realised how much childhood 
experiences contribute to who we become, how we see the world and how we 
relate to others. It strengthened my resolve to work towards prevention of violence 
towards children.’ 

‘I experienced soooooo much warmth from a wonderful group of people, whose 
compassion could be felt even over the interwebs.’

‘In the 3rd session I shared my story and got such amazing private messages of 
support. I had not expected this. This was an amazing space to listen to others 
share their stories and for me to feel safe enough to do the same. It was great to be 
introduced to some tools we can use in this journey towards healing.

‘This was a very challenging session as it required us to listen to colleagues sharing painful 
experiences that involved childhood trauma, hardship, family violence, sexual violence and 
experiences of being racially discriminated against.’

‘Some colleagues described how they have had to be resilient through these tough 
situations and in some ways the remnants of these experiences were still just 
under the surface and reflecting on their current relationships with partners, family 
and communities. I shared my own story about a history of family violence and its 
impact on my relationships and work, but was comfortable to do so because of the 
empathetic manner in which the session was organised.’

‘I found comfort in being able to express for the first time the links between my 
childhood and my adult life experiences, particularly when my experiences were being 
acknowledged by colleagues. I also found that the circle of trust was formed as people 
were assured of the confidentiality, non-judgement and support from other colleagues’ 

‘I have felt like a weight has been lifted off my shoulders since these sessions, 
because I was able to process my experience before and also based on the 
feedback from a supporting and present group of caring colleagues. This was a 
special series of sessions because as professionals we were able to be vulnerable 
about experiences that are not unique to ourselves, and many of us work with 
clients and communities facing similar issues.’

What participants said about the process
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‘It did not matter that we did not resolve any of the problems, at least for me, but I feel I 
have been given an opportunity to trust in myself more, to cry less for the young child in 
me who had to grow up too soon and to be proud of the person that I am and resolve 
to keep myself physically and emotionally healthy by steering away from negativity, and 
looking for the positive and good reinforcers in my life and work.’

‘I have a renewed energy now and am more encouraged to do my work well. Thank 
you VPF colleagues, you are indeed the best of the best. A rare breed. Nangamso!’

‘I felt that it was a great experience. As a violence prevention worker who is often exposed 
to trauma, and who carries traumas of my own, I hardly ever get invited to safe spaces 
that take me through a healing process. This meeting was a thorough healing experience. 
It helped me locate some sources of my often-suppressed anger.’

‘I liked the diverse approaches to healing that were introduced by the guest 
experts. The facilitators handled the process of the truth mandala in such a way 
that the VPF values were upheld seamlessly.’

‘I welcome the courage of the meeting to confront some of the factors that often lead 
to violence – if not managed properly – such as racism and inequality. I also honour the 
fact that these factors were confronted openly in the presence of all affected races and 
genders, and possibly classes.’

‘It was an extremely powerful experience, and very emotive. I felt privileged to be part 
of this and to bear witness to others’ stories. It has deepened my respect even more for 
colleagues working in the field. It has demonstrated the power that telling stories in a 
safe space has for building relationships and strengthening trust – such an integral part 
of work with violence prevention and response.’

‘It has shifted and deepened my understanding of how pervasive and ingrained violence is 
in our society in all its forms. I have a deeper respect and appreciation for what those who 
work in this sector (violence prevention) are trying to achieve.’ 

‘I got reminded of my childhood trauma, and that made me understand why at 
times people overreact whenever issues of colonisation or racism are raised. 
People actually react retrospectively towards both colonisation and racism. I got 
to understand that people might be provoked by circumstances to react violently, 
even though they are not naturally violent. It is important to get to understand the 
basis of people’s violent behaviour. It felt very comforting to be listened to and also 
to listen, including the exposure to diverse approaches available for healing.’

What participants said about the process
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Questions remain about what this process offers us, and what it means for the way we go forward. This is 
perhaps best expressed in an interaction between participants when reflecting on how the session was for 
them:

Person of colour (POC) woman 1: 

‘We are a diverse group – including ages - but I couldn’t help but feel despondent. Listening to people that 
have been in the field longer than me, sharing the same stories that I have, I feel myself asking what has 
changed? Where do we go from here? It seems as though we have been stuck in a loop.’

POC man 1: 

‘I have more questions than answers. Where are the young white people? It also seems as though, because 
black people were the first to share in this space, that this space was created for black people to share. Black 
people seem to have more problems. There are only older people in this space. What is the work that still needs 
to be done in this country with the young white generation?’ 

POC woman 2: 

‘For me, this beginning means something. We have started a journey and we now know our positions on these 
issues. How do we move from this personal space towards national/systemic work?’

POC man 2: 

‘The fact we have started means something. But what have we started? What is missing as a next step? Even 
people who are willing to engage across identities still have work to do. We have done strong sharing in this 
space, considering that even in our programmes we never start people off at this stage. Our interventions do 
not acknowledge and assist people with the loads and burdens they are carrying in the way we have just done.’ 

POC man 1: 

‘There are also some answers and direction in the questions that are being asked. I would just like to say that 
sometimes the question and concern is good enough. We do not always need to rush to find an answer.’ 

White man 3: 

‘I liked the safety that was established which is unlike engagements that too often remain overly formal and 
intellectual. A next level may be where the same safety is used to catalyse interactions among participants that 
move beyond sharing to a reciprocal dialogue. Showing that we’ve heard, without interpretation or analysis is 
valuable, but I also feel there is an opportunity here to expose disagreements and potentially move them to 
resolution, or to decide to leave different perspectives as they are.’

White woman 3: 

‘It doesn’t feel like a partnership in terms of building a vision of a society. We can’t have a non-racial society 
because for that all races must be valued and equal, and we are not. It feels so hard to bridge the divide. How 
do we become conscious of micro-aggressions unless we have a way of seeing them? I realised that I have no 
experience of oppression and I felt the shame of it. I remembered being called a racist in a formal disciplinary 
proceeding and it was awful. I have to keep asking myself where is my racism and how does it play out.’

Conclusion
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The challenge of listening
Adapted from a text by the American Rev Irene Munroe, following George Floyd’s death

Change is a shared responsibility. No one person or group of people can do it alone. Our elders of the 1960s Civil Rights 
Movement have given us wise counsel on how to proceed. For example, John Lewis's final essay titled "Together, You Can 
Redeem the Soul of Our Nation", which he requested to be published on the occasion of his funeral, stated: "Democracy is not 
a state. It is an act, and each generation must do its part to help build what we called the Beloved Community, a nation and 
world society at peace with itself."

To improve our Democracy, we need to listen to one another. However, with the cacophony of voices and continued violence 
in the streets of America, we miss the vital importance of listening. George Floyd's death was an inflection point for many 
Americans, and more people are now listening. Nevertheless, listening to one another is difficult because it requires being 
non-defensive, hearing without judgement, taking notice and responsibility for one's action, and acting toward the request for 
change with good intentions.

In my opinion, there are five levels of listening. However, the one that would bring about the Beloved Community, for which both 
Martin Luther King and John Lewis spent their lives advocating, requires compassionate listening.

Ignored listening makes no effort to listen. Pretend listening gives a feigned appearance to being listening. Selective listening hears 
what interests or serves one's agenda. Empathic listening hears with both one's heart and mind to understand the speaker's feelings 
and struggles. However, what Martin Luther King preached about the Beloved Community, and John Lewis wrote about in his final 
request to us as Americans, requires compassionate listening.

Compassionate listening and empathic listening are related. They differ in that compassionate listening not only hears with 
one's heart and mind, but it's listening with an impetus to help and to improve the lives of the suffering. Compassion means "to 
suffer together": it is both rooted in a praxis of action and an ethic of social justice. In other words, it is a type of consciousness 
and an "awokeness" to others’ distress - emotionally, personally, and systemically - with a desire to alleviate the suffering. Also, 
compassionate listening is an understanding of the interconnectedness between ourselves and others. It allows you to see the 
"other" as yourself. Compassionate listening opens us up to the world and provides an opportunity for radical inclusion.

Moving forward as a nation in the aftermath of Floyd’s death and in honouring the legacy of John Lewis, who said, "We can redeem 
the soul of our nation if we embrace intersectional concerns and goals to best address systemic racism and police violence.” James 
Baldwin said, "Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed until it is faced.”

It starts with listening!

Belville
By Ronalda Kamfer

Click here for the video on YouTube.

A quote on trauma

Unattributed

Your trauma is valid – even if other people claim to have experienced “worse”. You deserve a safe place to talk about it. It’s 
self-care. It’s inconceivably brave. Your pain matters. Your experience matters. Most importantly – your healing matters

Talking to Grief

By Denise Levertov
Ah, grief, I should not treat you
like a homeless dog
who comes to the back door
for a crust, for a meatless bone.
I should trust you.
I should coax you
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into the house and give you
your own corner,
a worn mat to lie on,
your own water dish.
You think I don’t know you’ve been living
under my porch.
You long for your real place to be readied
before winter comes. You need
your name,
your collar and tag. You need
the right to warn off intruders,
to consider
my house your own
and me your person
and yourself
my own dog.

Racial Literacy

Courtesy of Leadership Pathways

Diversity refers to the variety of similarities and differences among people, including but not limited to gender, gender identity, 
ethnicity, race, native or indigenous origin, generation, sexual orientation, culture, religion, accent, language, ability, roles, 
personality types, thinking styles, appearance, economics, geography, marital status, socio-economic class.

Inclusion is a dynamic state of operating in which diversity is leveraged to create fair, healthy, high performing organisations 
or communities. Inclusive environments ensure equitable access to resources and opportunities for all. It also enables 
individuals and groups to feel safe, respected, engaged, motivated and valued for who they are and their contributions to 
organisational and societal goals

Micro-aggression includes comments like “You’re so articulate!” to confusing two co-workers of the same race. Many 
racial slights take the form of micro-aggressions. These incidents can be small and are often unintentional. However, that 
doesn’t mean they’re unimportant. Understanding microaggressions can help to provide context for how people of different 
backgrounds experience race differently.
– Reimagining Integration, Feb 2017

Spiritual Bypassing describes how spirituality and its practices can be used to invalidate or explain away peoples lived 
experiences. It includes gaslighting and is weaponised in wellness and positivity circles when with a smile teachers and 
practitioners say: “send love and light,” “offer prayers,” “only love and peace will solve all things,” “you create your own 
reality,” “we are all one,” to circumvent the responsibility to work through social issues. It ignores history, absolves current 
injustice, dismisses rightful anger and maintains the status quo.
– Unpacking Spiritual Bypassing, Monita Rudran

False Equivalence as employed by racism, happens when two ideas are made to seem similar, but have no factual basis. This 
use of power creates a particular effect i.e. shutting a conversation down and maintaining the status quo. Common examples 
include: “BEE = reverse racism,” “there is no future for our children, it’s apartheid now for whites,” “farm murders = genocide.”
– Visions Inc. adapted by Leadership Pathways

Biases are unconscious biased associations which individuals may be unaware making. Implicit racial bias can cause 
individuals to unknowingly act in discriminatory ways. For example, “holding your purse or wallet when a person of colour 
passes by” or “making a pre-judgement or assumption about a person’s character based on their gender or ethnic group”. 
No one is immune from having unconscious thoughts and associations but becoming aware of implicit racial bias creates an 
avenue for addressing the issue. Biases can sometimes manifest as nepotism or favouritism based on race or
ethnic affinities.
– UNHCR, 2020
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Prejudice is judgement or opinion that is formed on insufficient grounds before facts are known or in disregard of facts that 
contradict it. Anyone can hold prejudice. Prejudices are learned and can be unlearned.
– UNHCR, adapted by Leadership Pathways, 2020

Racism is a system of advantage based on socially constructed notions of racial difference. Racism is about power, not 
biology. Racism employs prejudice, discrimination and antagonism to reinforce a false belief that one race is superior over 
others. It is a system that confers advantage based on race. Racism operates concurrently at the personal, interpersonal, 
cultural and systemic levels.
– Leadership Pathways, 2020

“The function, the very serious function of racism is distraction. It keeps you from doing your work. It keeps you explaining, 
over and over again, your reason for being . Somebody says you have no language and you spend twenty years proving 
that you do. Somebody says your head isn’t shaped properly so you have scientists working on the fact that it is. Somebody 
says you have no art, so you dredge that up. Somebody says you have no kingdoms, so you dredge that up. None of this is 
necessary. There will always be one more thing .”
– Toni Morrison
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Extract from ‘My Grandmother’s Hands’
By Resmaa Menakem

In my therapy office, I tell clients there are two kinds of pain: clean pain and dirty pain. Clean pain is pain that mends and can 
build your capacity for growth. It’s the pain you experience when you know, exactly, what you need to say or do; when you 
really, really don’t want to say or do it; and when you do it anyway. It’s also the pain you experience when you have no idea 
what to do; when you’re scared or worried about what might happen; and when you step forward into the unknown anyway, 
with honesty and vulnerability. Experiencing clean pain enables us to engage our integrity and tap into our body’s inherent 
resilience and coherence, in a way that dirty pain does not.

Paradoxically, only by walking into our pain or discomfort—experiencing it, moving through it, and metabolising it—can we 
grow. It’s how the human body works. Clean pain hurts like hell. But it enables our bodies to grow through our difficulties, 
develop nuanced skills, and mend our trauma. In this process, the body metabolises clean pain. The body can then settle; 
more room for growth is created in its nervous system; and the self becomes freer and more capable, because it now has 
access to energy that was previously protected, bound, and constricted. When this happens, people’s lives often improve in 
other ways as well. All of this can happen both personally and collectively.

The Other Ace Magashule Story

By Jonny Steinberg (for Business Day)

In an archive the other day I stumbled across an interview an oral historian conducted three decades ago with Ace Magashule, 
who is now the ANC secretary-general. He had recently fled into exile, the police at his heels. In the interview he describes a 
seven-month spell in detention in 1985. Reading his testimony requires a strong stomach.

It is not so much the physical assaults — the beatings, the waterboarding. More harrowing are the mental aspects of his 
experience. A teenage activist had recently died in the cell where he slept and the scribblings the dead boy had made on the 
cell wall remained. Those scribblings drove Magashule nearly insane.

Whenever he closed his eyes a mental image of the boy being beaten to death drove sleep away. “I kept visualising what 
had happened to him and what I thought might happen to me,” he told his interviewer. When he did manage to sleep, he was 
visited by his deepest fears. “Are these people going to torture me to the extent of killing me? And tomorrow deny it?”

The day following his release a meeting was held at the Tumahole community hall, in Parys in the Free State. He addressed 
the gathering, reading from a prepared speech. But he found that he could neither see the words on the page nor remember 
what he had wanted to say. And when he went home, he discovered that personal relationships with other human beings were 
beyond his range. “I could not relate to my wife, sexually or in any other way,” he recalled. He went to Johannesburg, where 
the detainees’ parents support committee put him in touch with a psychologist. It took two months of counselling, he said, “until 
I could relate to my wife in a proper, normal way”.

I do not recount Magashule’s testimony to justify what he has become. That would be unfair to all those who suffered what he 
did and emerged to play more honourable roles in public life. There are far too many of them to count. Trevor Manuel had a 
pretty harrowing time in detention, as did Cyril Ramaphosa. Who knows? Had Magashule never seen the inside of a jail cell he 
may be the very same man we have come to know.

But I would guess that his detention is the most significant thing that has happened to him. And I would be surprised were it 
not at the heart of his own understanding of who he is and what he values. One does not come back from the outer reaches of 
human experience the same; one does not survive without coming to a view on what it means.

We are governed largely by “inziles” now, people who remained in SA under apartheid. Many were jailed and tortured. 
Few have spoken publicly of the connection between this experience and who they are now. A rare exception was Winnie 
Madikizela-Mandela. She wrote of her relationship with the man who tortured her, Theunis Swanepoel, with exquisite intimacy. 
He got under her skin, she wrote, and taught her what it means to hate; he showed her, too, that she was prepared to kill.
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She compared her prison experience with Nelson Mandela’s. “And they wonder,” she wrote, “why I am like I am. And they 
have a nerve to say, ‘Oh, Madiba is such a peaceful person, you know. We wonder how he had a wife who is so violent?’ The 
leadership on Robben Island was never touched;
the leadership on Robben Island had no idea what it was like to engage the enemy physically.”

The connection she drew between her prison experience and her politics is too blunt, and also perhaps too self-justifying. And 
her claim that Mandela did not suffer cruelty is painfully wrong.

But she has left us with a question as important as it is unexplored: what ties us to the past, not just collectively as a nation, but 
in the depths of individual souls?
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When raising boys, what of love?
In a war against women by men, feminist mothering that teaches boys how to give and receive love is a radical political act.

Kathleen Ebersohn (for New Frame)

Women in South Africa are in hell. As poet Megan Ross reminds us, it is not monsters that walk among us and torment us, but 
men. These men were once boys. Boys who came from women’s bodies. Boys who were nurtured and nourished by women’s 
bodies. Yet it is women’s bodies that are targeted, assaulted, objectified, violated and disposed of.

I am scared of men. They are the creatures I most fear on Earth and I know many women share this sentiment. So it is with 
great irony that I am a mother of two boys. Boys who will grow into men.

It is difficult to write about this and not be sensational. The creativity and imagination men have used to brutalise women 
in South Africa is sensational. We are at war. Women living in South Africa experience what people living in conflict zones 
experience. Man hangs his four children. Man bludgeons young woman at post office after raping her. Man rapes seven-year-
old girl in restaurant toilet. Woman hacked up and found in black bags in apartment block. Man shoots girlfriend in the
head. Man throws two hand grenades at wife, killing her. Men gang rape and disembowel woman. I want to say all of their 
names but I cannot. So many names. So many. We are at war. Writer Rebecca Solnit calls this “the longest war” – and it really 
is. As history shows, men’s hatred of women has constructed systemic ways to disbelieve, erase and silence us.

A learned violence
Yet we know that boys don’t start out this way. They are not inherently violent. They do not inherently hate women. Boys, like 
girls and all children, are curious, empathetic, affectionate, funny, adventurous, creative and expressive. And yet, they do not 
remain that way.

“All boys in patriarchal culture, learn early that manhood is synonymous with the domination and control over others, that 
simply by being male they are in a position of authority that gives them the right to assert their will over others, to use coercion 
and/or violence to gain and maintain power,” says bell hooks.

In her book, We Real Cool: Black Men and Masculinity, the chapter titled “From, angry boys to angry men” details how black 
boys, in particular, experience what she terms “initiating trauma” of patriarchal socialisation. This happens systemically and 
methodically through very clear and limited definitions of masculinities. Boys who do not conform to these narrow definitions 
are brutally victimised.

“Our cultural tolerance for young men who deviate from what we deem masculine is limited, and our intolerance expressed in 
singularly ugly ways… The consequence of opposition is psychological and often physical brutality,” writes hooks.

Her argument shows how (an imperialist white-supremacist and capitalist) patriarchy is fundamental to stunting the emotional 
growth of boys, ensuring that they stay shrunk in limited versions of masculinities. She also shows how anger, and in turn 
violence, is but par for the course.

Rebecca Solnit echoes this in her collection of essays, Men Explain Things to Me, saying, “Violence doesn’t have a race, a 
class, a religion or a nationality, but it does have a gender.” This same patriarchy creates a fertile field for rape culture.

Radical political act
Most women know this. And as a feminist mother to boys I feel quite deeply that the odds are stacked against me. No matter 
my efforts, my boys will become men who will become violent towards women in one way or another.

However, after the assault that is Women’s Month, during which men have indeed made a sport out of killing and raping 
women and children, I feel the urgent need to turn my gaze and efforts to activism. I have to believe that I can do something 
to make a difference. Solnit sums up my feelings by saying that globally and at the country level, each rape is treated as an 
isolated incident when it isn’t.

“We have dots so close they’re splatters melting into a stain, but hardly anyone connects them, or names that stain… it’s a 
human rights issue, it’s everyone’s problem, it’s not isolated… It has to change. It’s your job to change it, and mine, and ours,” 
she says.
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It is through this urgent need to act that I keep coming back to understanding mothering as a radical political act.

This is not a new notion. Dani McClain shows in her book, We Live for the We, how black women have long treated the 
personal acts of mothering as deeply political. In her seminal work, Rape: A South African Nightmare, Pumla Dineo Gqola says 
that while raising boys differently is critical, fundamentally we need to hold rapists accountable. We need new tools in finding 
ways to dismantle the rape culture that makes rape permissible. She writes: “Audre Lorde … reminds us that ‘the master’s 
tools will not dismantle the master’s house’. Violence is the master’s tools.”

Questions of love
This resonates and brings me to the question, what of love? Is it possible to work tirelessly in teaching specifically our boys 
about love? And in doing so, we teach boys about accountability.

It seems so banal but in a society so violent that turns boys into violent men, surely we can safeguard against some of this by a 
radicalised and intentional mothering steeped in love? What if we taught our boys about all the work that goes into love? What 
if we consistently and carefully unpacked the incredible lightness and deep importance of all the things wrapped into love? 
Things like consent, communication, using your words, accountability, acceptance (not only of others but profoundly of self), 
care, affirmation, commitment, trust and honesty.

I am not suggesting that mothers do not love their boys enough. I am saying that we teach our boys to love differently. We 
teach our girls to do the grunt work of love, and we teach our boys to receive love. We teach our boys that they are entitled 
and in so doing they learn no boundaries. Also, if they are always entitled to receive love and never taught how to give it, how 
do they love themselves?

To quote hooks again, she says in her book All About Love: “In patriarchal culture, men are especially inclined to see love as 
something they should receive without expending effort. More often than not they do not want to do the work that love demands.”

“Schools for love do not exist,” hooks continues, “everyone assumes that we will know how to love instinctively.” This is 
certainly not the case.

I have to believe I can make a small change by consciously raising my two boys into thinking, sensitive, aware, critical men 
who understand that their masculinity – as purported by a violently patriarchal society – is limiting and outdated.

Dare I say my male peers are a lost cause? There is simply too much damage there already, not enough will, limited tools to do 
the work and an inclination for women to step in and teach. I don’t have the capacity for that work. And quite frankly I am tired 
of not being believed.

So I will tend to and nurture and work and watch and yell and teach and talk to my sons. I will whisper in their ears, show them 
alternatives, remind them of their humanity and empathy, allow for their creativity and fight with them to do better because they 
will know better.


