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and Lusaka 



Tshisimani Centre for Activist Education was established 
in 2016 and has been creating a full programme of 
political education for a wide range of poor and working 
class activists and movements from 2017. For the first 
five years of our existence we focused on learning from 
and about movements in South Africa and building our 
legitimacy as an organisation committed to quality, 
impactful political education aimed at enhancing 
political consciousness as a means of supporting 
organising, mobilisation, campaigning, and political 
analysis. As part of our strategic planning for the second 

five year phase (2021-2025), we recognised the need 
to move beyond our location in Cape Town, towards 
offering programmes that will reach movements and 
activists all over South Africa and, throughout the 
Southern African region. Luminate has provided project 
funding to pilot convenings of social justice movements 
in Africa to start the process of linking activists and 
their struggles across borders. This report narrates 
how Tshisimani went about the first year of co-learning 
about how to build social justice movements and 
networks in Southern and Eastern Africa.

Introduction

1



Tshisimani recognises the pervasive 
attitude of South African exceptionalism 
– the view that South Africa is an 
exceptional country in relation to the rest 
of the continent. This attitude permeates 
many areas of our society including 
activism. Many social movements 
acknowledge the need to learn more 
about the continent historically and to 
connect with struggles across borders. 
South Africa’s status as a ‘special’ political 
case can result in a parochial worldview 
in relation to the rest of the continent 
yet South African activist struggles are 
intricately connected to others in the 

region.  As a centre for activist education, 
finding ways of developing political 
consciousness together with activists 
across the region is a crucial part of our 
ongoing praxis.

We identified two key areas where cross 
border solidarity and learning could 
potentially build stronger movements in 
the region: Land and ecological justice, 
and Youth politics. Across both areas, 
youth, women and gender diverse people 
are part of the core constituents. 

Programme RationalE
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“As the Tshisimani Centre for Activist 
Education we see the need to draw 
together activists from diverse contexts 
in Southern and East Africa to organise 
collaboratively against the challenges 
faced in Africa today. Although we 
acknowledge that there are spaces in 
which these discussions have already 
begun to take place, together we hope 
to explore activist education and 
solidarity around key struggles; to create 
alternatives and imagine ground-up 
political possibilities.

We would like to start a series of 
engagement which could lead to two 
interventions in this regard:

Land and Ecological justice, with the 
overall intention of building a regional 
land activist forum to share experiences 
and strategies that tackle evictions, 
tenure, farm workers struggles, mining 
affected communities, food sovereignty 
& ecological justice. Within this struggle, 
we would specifically like to platform 
the voices of women and gender-queer 
individuals.

Extract from invitation email to 
organisations about the project
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Youth Politics Today, which intends to 
curate reflective spaces and gatherings 
of youth movements from diverse African 
countries that allow young activists to 
deliberate, share, and strategise against 
the backlash of eroding freedoms such as 
the rise of authoritarian rule, the closing 
off democratic spaces, climate crisis, 
migration, patriarchy and homophobia.
 

Prior to these interventions we see the 
need for dialogue, collaborative planning 
and co-design. We identify yourself, your 
organisation and network as integral to a 
process of this nature and would like to 
explore drawing you in at this stage with 
the hopes of sharing these platforms with 
your organisation in 2023.”

4



This report provides an overview of the two 
meetings that took place in Lusaka, Zambia (Land) 
and Nairobi, Kenya (Youth) during the first week 
of November 2022.  
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Our first huge task was figuring out who the 
key people were that we should partner with, 
learn from and build with. For the first six 
months of 2022 programme staff engaged in a 
diverse research strategy that involved: 

 ● Desktop research locating articles, video 
material and interviews with social 
movements from different contexts;

 ● drawing on our networks for suggestions of 
who to contact and work with, for example 
the Fighting Inequality Alliance, the Zambian 
Land Alliance, and the Southern African 
People’s Solidarity Network;

Identifying who to invite 
and partner with:
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 ● making contact with specific 
movements via online platforms to 
introduce ourselves and pitch the idea 
for feedback and viability. This was vital 
to gain legitimacy within the sector and 
feedback about ways to make this sort 
of convening politically valuable.

 ● Based on this ground-work, contacting 
key activists and organisations 
in carefully selected countries 
that grapple with the two areas to 
understand the political terrain 
with depth. This involved an open-
ended interview schedule to start the 
conversation. Please refer to Appendix 
A for the questions asked to guide the 
inquiry.

 ● Learning about similar convenings of 
activists/social justice movements so 
that we are not replicating, but 
building something useful. For 
example our land justice education 
lead attended the Africa Social 
Justice Movement Bazara held in 
Johannesburg in October 2022.

 ● The above led to identifying key 
social movements in each country 
to nominate one person to send to 
the Land and Youth convenings.
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There were challenges in securing nominations of 
activists from certain contexts. For example, our 
contacts in Malawi stopped responding to requests. 
It became very difficult to make sustained contact 
with organisations in Namibia. In some cases it was 
the host organisations in Kenya and Zambia who 
assisted in contacting key organisations whom they 
recommended should be part of the space.

These were the countries represented across both convenings:

Burundi eSwatini Ethiopia Kenya Mozambique South Africa

South Sudan Uganda Tanzania Zambia Zimbabwe

Notable absences were Angola, DRC, Malawi, Botswana, Lesotho and Rwanda.
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Our research in these beginning phases 
also involved thinking through the risks 
and opportunities of hosting in different 
countries. Initially we wanted to host 
the Land meeting in Harare but due to 
concerns over political repression and the 
cost of transport and accommodation, 
we decided on Lusaka. After meeting the 
Mathare Social Justice Centre in Nairobi, 
and the city being the site of diverse 
struggles for youth, political violence, 
gender, queer politics – we decided that 
countries in East Africa needed to be 
included as part of this phase. 

Using Zoom we worked with the partner 
organisations to co-design the three 
days. The engagement with the Mathare 
Social Justice Centre had begun in June, 
and this meant that by the time we got 
to structuring the two and a half days in 
October we knew what strengths each 
partner could bring to the design. As such, 
Tshisimani structured the morning sessions 
which involved creative experiential 
learning techniques to facilitate an analysis 
of key political issues as well as activism 
across the different regions; and Mathare 
designed site visits to specific organising 
and activist spaces in poor and working- 
class communities across Nairobi. 

Planning for the 2022 convening of 
social movements
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A similar model was developed for the 
Lusaka convening. Online meetings 
with Youth4Parliament (Y4P) began and 
after Y4P welcomed the proposal and 
agreed to co-host, there were additional 
consultations with movements in the 
land sector. The program framework was 
developed collectively with Y4P, who 
strongly felt that any discussion on African 
solidarity requires a critical engagement 
with the subject of xenophobia. The 

programme was then designed to allow 
discussions on xenophobia, land grabbing 
and an expression of the arts in movement 
building. Youth4 Parliament took 
responsibility of sessions on xenophobia 
and organising of the field learning visits 
to sites of political significance. Tshisimani 
took lead in sessions that looked at the 
land question in the region and how 
movements take forward the agenda of 
African solidarity. 

10



Mapping our political ecosystems  (Nairobi)
We printed a giant map of the continent to use as a technique to 
map out connections, networks, themes and contexts that could 
inform our learning. Participants addressed these questions:

1. What is the political climate in your country?
2. How does it affect young people and activists?
3. How are young people/activists responding to the 

ecosystem?
4. Are specific groups targeted more than others?

Key activities and discussions
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There were major parallels in terms of the 
political climate, particularly with regards 
to corruption, state violence, and rising 
authoritarianism.

 ● Expanding the civic space was the 
primary way that young people were 
responding to their country’s political 
crises. 

 ● Young people in various contexts have 
created spaces for solidarity, organising 
advocacy, education and dialogue. 

 ● Countries such as Burundi and Ethiopia 
highlighted that the political climate 

contributed to the displacement and 
increasing hopelessness among the 
youth. 

 ● Youth utilise platforms like social media 
to conscientise others, which in turn 
creates more interest towards social 
justice. 

 ● Youth were able to find and create 
spaces for solidarity which contributes 
to movement-building and finally, 
through different advocacy strategies 
repressive policies can be removed. 

Key takeaways from Nairobi mapping process:
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The issue of xenophobia was highlighted 
as a major obstacle to attempts at 
solidarity that transcends borders. 
Activists in the convening debated 
how xenophobia is intricately linked to 
questions of displacement, repressive 
political climate, gender inequality 
and ecological crisis. This discussion 
happened on the first day of our 
meeting.

Participants were divided into 4 groups 
where they were requested to consider 
these as guiding questions:

 ● What lessons do you draw 
from the xenophobic attacks 
happening in your context or 
those you hear about taking 
place elsewhere?

 ● How do these impact on the work 
of your organization and life of 
your community?

 ● What practical example of a 
campaign or any political action 
that can involve many of us in 
different countries as a response 
to xenophobic expressions in policy 
and social life?

The Political economy of Xenophobia (Lusaka)
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Participants emerged from groups to 
converge in plenary for the sharing of 
reports in which they highlighted:

 ● A connection must be drawn between 
displacements, removals, climate 
disasters and migration as way of 
understanding how xenophobia is not 
accidental explosion of hatred amongst 
Africans but an integral part of the neo-
liberal order.

 ● Understanding xenophobia requires an 
understanding of the enduring legacies 
of colonialism, how division amongst 
Africans was a necessary condition 
for dominating and excluding them 
economic power.

 ● Attention needs to be drawn to the 

economic aspects of the context in 
which xenophobia has tended to 
manifest.  

 ● Xenophobia endures also due to lack of 
human rights education programs that 
inform the public 
about the laws 
by which they are 
governed.  
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Regarding how xenophobia affects 
Movements and Communities, the 
following points were raised:

 ● Movements need to strongly engage 
with ideals of a united Africa where 
discussions on borders, migration 
and untransformed economies can be 
broadened so that many voices find 
expression. Pan-Africanist concepts like 
borderless Africa, single currency and 
restructuring of political governance 
should be openly engaged with and be 
integrated in education programs of 
movements.

 

Proposals on Countering Xenophobia: 

 ● A series of conversations/discussions 
organized on a rotational basis that 
should be a platform to continue the 
engagement and exchange views on 
the political economy of migration. Two 
to three movements can co-organise a 
discussion on a particular topic where 
they can do their research, source 
experts and invite more activists.

 ● An online space (Facebook, Twitter etc) 
to post our actions against xenophobia 
and also exposing the xenophobic 
conduct of those in power. This is done 
with the hope that other movements 

can also post messages and images of 
solidarity with movements leading such 
an action.

 ● A pamphlet series that articulate 
the rights of refugees and captures 
anti-xenophobia interventions by 
movements. The case in point being 
Rasta activists in Lwandle township 
in Cape Town who open platforms for 
dialogue and learning between refugees 
and locals where there is an effort to 
teach languages spoken by refugees, 
especially those that run businesses.
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Visits to Ukombozi Library and 
Social Justice Centres in Nairobi

Participants visited the Ukombozi 
Library in the city centre, 
established in 2017. The library 
offers a wide range of progressive 
African literature to the public, 
including several out-of-print 
works. Ukombozi is a hub for 
progressive activist material on 
Kenyan history and African history 
in general, as well as on the 
political economy of the world. In 
addition to reading and publishing 
books, they host “study cells” where 
people discuss and reflect on the 
material. Participants reflected on 
how inspirational this library is and 
how such spaces were needed in 
their contexts as well. 

Visits to sites 
of Struggle
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Participants first visited the office where 
the MSJC held their weekly meetings. 
The office was launched in 2015 and is 
used as a community organising space. 
Participants then went into the art for 
liberation office space of the centre, where 
artists create political art in the form of 
dance, theatre, graffiti and music. This is 
where participants were introduced to 
some of the activists of the centre.

The following day we visited the Kayole 
Social Justice Centre; we walked through 
the community and were shown the 

different community 
interventions done by 
the KSJC, including art for 
liberation that depicts 
issues like the struggle 
against imperialism and 
budget reform. Participants 
also visited a space transformed 
from a dump to a youth group space 
where youth from the community 
gather to discuss progressive topics 
and empower themselves through 
small-scale agriculture. 

Social Justice Centres: Mathare & Kayole
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A selection of reflections about the social justice 
networks:

 ● There was a strong sense of the political 
consciousness displayed by all the activists we met.

 ● Nawa from Youth4Parlimanet in Zambia advised that 
in their advocacy, the MSJC should ensure that the 
people responsible for providing the community 
with services and resources are held accountable.

 ● Harold from Organising for Good Governance in 
Tanzania reflected on how art for liberation is often 
overlooked and how inspiring it is that it plays a 
central role in the centre’s advocacy. 

 ● Sworo from Action-54  South Sudan suggested that 
the MSJC supports one of their members to have a 
position within the state to influence change from 
within. This would be in terms of laws, policies and 
advancing the progressive agenda in general. 

Comradely engagement with the Mathare Social Justice Network model
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Our hosts, Youth4Parliament, organized 
an excursion to two sites of struggle as 
a way of providing an opportunity for 
deeper learning on the political history of 
Zambia. The sites chosen were Kenneth 
Kaunda’s House, which is now an official 
heritage site, where participants were 
taken through the history of the Zambian 
icon. The narrative that stood out was 
that of his commitment to solidarity with 
liberation movements of other states and 
also mobilizing independent states to 
support the anti-apartheid struggle. The 
second site bore evidence of Kaunda’s 
commitment to fighting apartheid. The 
next stop was the house Kaunda gave to 
Oliver Tambo, then ANC president, to be 
used as ANC offices in Lusaka.
Following the morning discussion on 
xenophobia and cross-border solidarity, 

the site visit provide historical context 
on the significance of solidarity across 
borders. The following reflection 
points were raised: 

 ● The example set by Kaunda has 
not been followed by other 
heads of state and their neglect 
of African solidarity has filtered 
down to ordinary citizens.

 ● Stories of African leaders who 
championed African solidarity, 
like Kaunda and others did, 
should be told broadly not 
only to educate activists about 
progressive actions of leaders 
but to challenge the current political 
elite that thrives on the divisions and 
poverty plaguing African states and 
their people.

Freedom Ride to sites of struggle in Lusaka
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1. Participants decided where the festival 
should take place based on safety, the 
request of the donor condition to have 
this outside of South Africa, the presence 
of social movements in the city and the 
travel cost to the country. Two cities were 
shortlisted 
  a. Arusha, Tanzania 
  b. Lusaka, Zambia

2. The decision about when it takes place: 
between June and August of 2023. 

3. Participants decided on having a steering 
committee with one representative 
from each country, consisting of nine 
members. For South Africa, someone 
from outside of Tshisimani needs to join 
the steering committee. 

4. In terms of communication, the steering 
committee will use Zoom to communicate 

with each other, and a WhatsApp group 
will be created with all participants 
where only they can share information 
and updates. 

5. A Google Form will be created by 
Tshisimani where participants 
will provide a list of movements, 
organisations, artists (musicians, 
fine artists, writers) and the types of 
activities they would like to see at the 
festival. 

6. Participants agreed to do due 
diligence regarding who they include 
on these lists to ensure that the 
organisations, groups or individuals 
listed have a presence on the ground 
and are genuinely progressive. This 
festival must be based on grassroots 
struggle and finding solutions. 

Key Outcomes
Nairobi
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Participants resolved to have a steering 
team that will be composed of activists 
from different countries. Participants were 
requested to volunteer their involvement 
in the task team and the mandate of such a 
structure was broadly outlined as follows: 

 ● To organize monthly webinars to take 
forward the discussion on key issues 
that emerged from the convening. This 
includes agreeing on a sequence of 
topics, host organisations and possible 
experts to involve.

 ● To provide strategic leadership on 
initiatives of cross-border solidarity and 
identifying key campaigns that would 
be the flagship of the regional solidarity 

programme. The convening has 
already resolved on the issue of 
xenophobia, women, land and 
climate justice. The team has to 
sequence these and decide 
on research needed to 
prepare for such a session.

 ● To draw up a list of key 
movements that should 
be involved in the 
consolidation of the work 
started at the convening.

 ● To guide how movements 
engage with existing 
processes like Africa Rising 
and the Social Movement 
Baraza.

Lusaka
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 ● All participants want the 2023 
convenings to be action based with 
clear outcomes – not another talk shop.

 ● There is a resistance to NGOism – 
whereby NGOs, and not grassroots 
movements, set agendas, provide 
funding, and structure meetings and 
workshops to promote these.

 ● Activists sharply articulated the 
necessity of the independence of 
movement in relation to the dominance 
of NGOs in the social justice sector.

Learning and recommendations 
from both convenings
What activists want for the 2023 meetings
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 ● Security and safety is always an issue – 
we need to ensure that spaces for such 
convenings are safe to talk about key 
political issues.

 ● Gender diversity needs to be 
continually pushed for. In most 
movements women and gender diverse 
people are marginalised or put forward 
in a tokenistic way.

 ● It is essential that the convenings 
in 2023 invite people that are part 
of and accountable to a movement, 
and that gender, age, and position 
in organisation is taken into account 
when nominating the most appropriate 
person to attend.

 ● South Africans realised our isolation 
– SA activists have much to learn 

from others across 
the continent. There 
was a strong sense 
of political education 
and consciousness 
from other activists, 
who manage to have 
a big impact with 
minimal resources. 
What can we learn 
about how dynamic 
activists are under 
increasing repressive 
circumstances and 
translate this to 
other contexts?

What we need to be more mindful of
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 ● We need to maintain the centrality of 
arts and culture to movement building, 
progressive politics, and political 
education methodology.

 ● Appreciation that these convenings 
were not a typical NGO type discussion- 
based workshop: the structure and 
execution were part of the start of 
powerful movement building and 
solidarity, that was based on an 
African/Ancestral way of coming 
together through song, collective 
action. This made it unique and special.

 ● The method of learning and reflecting 
was unique and very engaging. We 

need such skills for political 
education throughout our 
movements. Movements are 
used to conference traditional 
style learning that 
does not provide 
any form of 
dialogue between 
learners and 
teachers.

How activists want to work
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