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Abstract: 
Communities in many parts of the African continent have often experienced significant social 

discontinuity. In the case of South Africa social disfranchisement was occasioned by religious 

and political practices in the past, and more recently by structural economic policies. This paper 

explores the potential of Design for Sustainability (DfS) to promote social equity and cohesion by 

encouraging broad participation in the life of a historic town known as Genadendal in the 

Western Cape Province of South Africa. The methodology adopted is interpretivist in nature as 

the study seeks to embolden the community’s voice on matters impacting upon the (potential) 

sustainability of their livelihoods. The unique blend of socio-cultural, religious and political history 

makes Genadendal a unique context for interrogating latent social innovation at a time when the 

residents are grappling with the challenges of redefining their identity in a manner that promotes 

a true sense of belonging locally, yet simultaneously allowing for engagement with a wider global 

audience. Of particular relevance is the pivotal role of the youth in fostering resilience in this 

creative process of collaborative redesign. The central aim of this paper is to explore the critical 

role that design can play in promoting a sustained multi-actor dialogic dynamic that transcends 

the initial community-based tourism project to buttress other pertinent expressions of ‘social 

homeostasis’. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Cape Town is increasingly being recognised as a sought after premier tourist destination. Along 

with the socio-economic adjustments that accompany such a trend, there is an increasing 

awareness of how communities can promote their unique heritage. This paper explores the 

potential of tourism within a framework of Design for Sustainability (DfS) in the historic town 

Genadendal, with a particular sensitivity to unpacking socio-cultural, religious and the political 

narratives. 

 

From a macro perspective, Ferreira’s (2007:194) research on the role of tourism and place 

identity in the Western Cape outlines various factors that contribute to a small town or ‘jewel 

town’ ultimately being sustainable. Although she highlights structural factors, such as effective 

planning and management that may affect performance, it is her reference to Davidson and 

Maitland’s (1997:21) primary requirement for localities to identify and develop a ‘total product’, 

that ultimately resonated with this paper’s research into Genadendal. Specifically, the fieldwork 

data advocates that the town’s current ‘total product’ is largely incompatible with sustained 

community-based tourism. 

 

With regard to resilience and community cohesion, Eeden’s (2004:20) cultural criticism of the 

entertainment and tourism industry in a postcolonial South Africa highlights complexities that 

may emerge when seeking to synthesise heritage and social equity. Although, her paper focuses 

on the ‘The Lost City’ (a prestigious luxury hotel developed by Sol Kerzner). The preoccupation 

of Eeden (ibid) with ‘landscape’ and ‘structuring of space and narrative’ is highly pertinent to this 

research focusing on the potential for community-based tourism in Genadendal, and similar 

themes will be unpacked in the Data Presentation and Discussion section. 

 

A UNIQUE HERITAGE 

Georg Schmidt (1709-85) founded a mission station in 1737 at a place known as Baviaans Kloof 

(Ravine of the Baboons) at the valley surrounded by the Riviersonderend mountains within the 

modern day municipality of Swellendam in the Overberg district (View Overberg, 2002; Steed & 

Surdkler, 2009). Schmidt was sent by the pietistic Moravian Missionary Society (or Bohemian 

Brethren) from Herrnhut in present-day eastern Germany (Moravian Church Archives, 2009). 

The region enjoys a temperate, Mediterranean-type climate and the indigenous peoples of this 

area (and much of the Western Cape Province in South Africa) were the pastoralist Khoi tribe – 

close relations of the hunter-gatherer aboriginal San people (Encounter South Africa, n.d.). The 
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Khoi are also known as the Khoekhoen or Khoikhoi or Kwena – a word that translates into ‘the 

real people’ (Khoisan, n.d.). 

 

The Khoi were respectful of nature and the environment and traditionally kept goats and cattle 

alongside subsistence farming (ibid). From a dispersed population of Khoi (who were on the 

verge of extinction), the fledgling settlement grew into what at the time became the next largest 

settlement after Cape Town at the turn of the 17th Century (View Overberg, 2002). Within a year 

of his arrival, Schmidt had formed a small community “of twenty-eight people on the farm [who] 

together dug furrows, planted vineyards and gardens and sowed fields of tobacco, wheat, barley 

and oats” (Steed & Surdkler, 2009:66). Though he was the first missionary to specifically and 

successfully target the KhoiSan for proselytizing, Schmidt eventually left the mission for Europe 

in 1743 due to religious intolerance and political opposition that led to confrontation with the 

dominant church leadership and the settler-farmers within the vicinity (Moravian Church 

Archives, 2009). 

 

In 1806, the name of the settlement was changed to Genadendal, which in Afrikaans means the 

‘Valley of Grace’ to reflect the spiritual aspirations of the founder and is home to the first and 

oldest mission station in South Africa (Steed & Surdkler, 2009). The picturesque location and 

uniqueness of the tranquil physical setting make the town a natural attraction for tourists visiting 

the Overberg Cape region – an area that boasts a number of other tourist attractions such as 

Hermanus (a town famous as a whale-watching site), and the wealthier neighbouring town of 

Greyton which is only six kilometres away from Genadendal (View Overberg, 2002). 

 

The Moravian mission placed great emphasis on work, learning and music – a legacy that is still 

evident through the numerous educational traditions as well as the vibrant local choir and brass 

band. Prior to 1863, Moravian station communities engendered self-sufficiency, racial diversity 

and inclusiveness (Switzer & Switzer, 1979). This unique mix of local and exotic influences 

resulted in socio-cultural dynamics that fomented a pioneering spirit in Genadendal as 

evidenced in the following sampling of the community’s rich heritage (with respect to South 

Africa): 

• The oldest kindergarten; 

• The first printing press; 

• The first teachers’ training college; 

• The first chemist; 

• The Genadendal chair (Figure 1); and 
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• The first knife industry – producing products such as the Herrnhuter knife (Figure 2). 

 

  
Figure 1: The Genadendal chair              Figure 2: The Herrnhuter knife 

 

Genadendal is also home to two-dozen heritage buildings including the museum and church-

square. Further, indigenous knowledge was harnessed in the growing and processing of organic 

honeybush tea (Cyclopia spp.), which has proven medicinal qualities (View Overberg, 2002). 

The history of Genadendal is one that mirrors much of South Africa’s own cultural, religious, 

economic and geopolitical realities through different periods of history. Oppressive and partisan 

laws constantly plagued different generations of Genadendalians as they sought to realise their 

full creative potential. Indeed scholars argue that had it not been for the debilitating effects of 

artificial barriers through human agency, the town could have been a thriving centre of 

agricultural, commercial, industrial and scholarly pre-eminence – as is the case in a number of 

neighbouring towns whose histories are less illustrious (Switzer & Switzer, 1979; Noemdoea et 

al., 2006; Du Preez et al., 2009; Steed & Surdkler, 2009). Additionally, successive land 

ownership policies prevented local communities from securing freeholds on what were their 

ancestral lands (Bolnick, 1993; South Africa, 1999; Craig, 2010). This latter predication resulted 

in various churches owning large tracts of land, with the Moravian denomination owning 30% of 

the relative total area in hectares (South Africa, 1999:1). 

 

COPING WITH CHANGING REALITIES 

On the one hand, government policy has directly influenced the Genadendal community’s social 

cohesion. Switzer and Switzer (1979:245) point out that from approximately 1863, potential 

settlers into the multi-racial Moravian community were limited to “Coloureds” – or people of 
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admixed genetic/racial heritage. Their observation is an important one, as the year predates by 

close to a century South Africa’s more familiar policy on segregation, Apartheid. Arguably, little 

justification is required to convince the reader that such macro and political instruments of 

change resulted in strained coping mechanisms within Genadendal. However on the other hand, 

it is worthwhile noting that contemporary methods for town design and planning, which 

necessitate community inclusion (Sanoff, 1999:ix) may in turn require a fundamental shift in the 

participating community’s expectations. 

 

DIALOGUE AND PARADOX 

Zoller (2000:194) stresses that dialogue can only transpire in settings without hierarchy. When 

his statement is juxtaposed alongside Genadendal’s religious foundation and recent focus on 

restoration, the potential for individual dialogue in the town becomes indeterminate. For example 

in 2001 (Du Preez et al, 2009), the town received the largest single Dutch investment outside of 

the Netherlands that focused on a restoration project, and it was also the first beneficiary of the 

South African rural housing subsidy intended for the rehabilitation of historic structures (Cape 

Gateway, n.d.). In addition, and arguably more explicit, Evers et al. (2005:64) point out that 

mission stations have in some cases provided many of the services that would generally be the 

responsibility of municipalities, such as water and sanitation. All three examples reflect a pious 

authority, expressed via physical or life-sustaining semiotics, which in turn suggests a hierarchy, 

and a condition that Zoller (2000) states as being unfavourable to authentic dialogue. 

 

Put differently, the community’s agency is predominately described by a historic and religious 

narrative, which in turn is buttressed by external and foreign structures. In partial support of this 

assertion, Bolnick (1993:102) suggests that “powerful discourse and experience-sharing” can 

occur when opposing social classes refrain from providing expert advice. However it is Zoller’s 

(2000:199) questioning of proactive interventions and planning paradoxes that reinforces the 

appropriateness of researching Genadendal. In other words, Zoller (ibid) suggests that in order 

for candid dialogue to be achieved, the community should initiate and appreciate the need for 

dialogue, and that too assertive and strategic a research objective will ultimately impede 

dialogue – genuine dialogue should be facilitated in an open and non-prescriptive manner. 

Interestingly, and specific to tourism, Ferreira (2007:199) further stresses that in order for 

ultimate ‘success’ to be achieved, tourists satisfaction “must maintain or improve the quality of 

life of local populations, as well as protect the local natural, built, and cultural resources”. 
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DESIGN FOR SUSTAINABILITY: SOCIAL; ECONOMIC; ENVIRONMENTAL; 
TECHNOLOGICAL 

Thomas (2006:54) defines sustainable development as that which “considers social, 

environmental, and economic factors together in a systemic way over a period of time”. Further, 

Vezzoli (2007:39) links this concept with design in defining design for sustainability as “a design 

practice, education and research that in one way or another, contributes to sustainable 

development” – this ultimately should contribute towards the goals of achieving social equity and 

cohesion. Subsequently, it is paramount that the discourse on design and sustainability 

interrogates the critical role of technological imperatives and their impact on the quest for 

sustainable development. This study also acknowledges the significance of technology as an 

agent of development, specifically within the realm of communal dialogue. Specifically, how does 

Genadendal make use of technology to frame historic narratives, nurture community cohesion, 

and manage the influence of trans-generational interpretations of technology. 

 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
Congruent with Onwuegbuzie and Leech (2007:115), the qualitative data derived from 

observations, semi-structured interviews, and workshops does not aim to reflect the Genadendal 

community as a whole, but rather to act in an interpretivist manner to emancipate community 

members and organisations that had previously been unable to ‘tell their own story’. With this in 

mind, the Genadendal community is the research population, which similar to socio-economic 

constraints, is geographically delineated from the surrounding communities. The following lists 

the units of analysis, or themes, that directed fieldwork data acquisition: 

• Individual life and history in Genadendal; 

• Relationship to community leaders; 

• Perspectives on tourism as a form of empowerment; and 

• Thoughts on how the youth can assist in developing Genadendal. 

 

A purposive sample was drawn from the local population with the guidance of resident key 

informants and gatekeepers from Genadendal – the sample size for the first workshop was nine; 

and the second, fifteen. The aforementioned list was provided to participants in workshops to 

allow for some level of reflection and advanced preparation. Sample variance was permitted for 

areas of life experience, completed education, work experience, gender, home-language and 

age. However, all participants were required to have been born in, and currently reside in 

Genadendal. Due to Genadendal’s relatively small and intimately linked population, the 
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respondents’ personal details have been kept confidential, and can only be disclosed with their 

written consent. 

 

DATA PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION 

TANGIBLE NARRATIVES 

The Genadendal chair and the Herrnhuter knife are displayed within a Moravian context in the 

church square’s museum, and are of particular relevance to this paper. Specifically the knife, 

that continues to narrate the Moravian missionaries route to, and partially their daily activities in, 

the Cape. The Herrnhuter naming convention developed from the missionaries who came from 

Herrnhut in Saxony, which is present-day eastern Germany, and the knife that was mass-

produced by these missionaries, was therefore dubbed the Herrnhuter (Interviewee 1, 2010). 

The product which was used for pruning, ultimately ceased production due to competition 

emerging from the industrial revolution, and importantly the British manufacturer Sheffield, who 

“called [their] knife the Herrnhuter and hence Genadendal lost its fame in the annuals of cutlery” 

(ibid). An attempt, albeit unsuccessful, was made to foster a partnership between Genadendal 

and Sheffield, and at the time of the research it was unknown if the Herrnhuter name was the 

intellectual property of the Genadendal community. Although its’ production volumes are limited, 

the Genadendal chair is currently being successfully manufactured and sold as a collector’s 

item.  

 

ANCESTRAL DETERMINISM 

The contested religious authority in Genadendal is well documented, and due to the requirement 

for unbiased and individual data for this research paper, religious or political discussions were 

subsequently curtailed. However, for the benefit of the reader, it is worthwhile highlighting that 

ancestral and religious actors continue to influence contemporary Genadendal. For example, a 

poster that hung in the church square restaurant at the time of research was titled ‘WHAT 

WOULD SCHMIDT SAY TODAY TO GENADENDAL?” and continued to specify that 

Genadendal does “not need another church”. The posthumous use of a Schmidt’s voice is 

arguably unethical, but more importantly, reinforces conditions that Zoller (2000:194) would 

identify as being at counter-purposes to achieving dialogue, that is, the existence of a hierarchy. 

The poster’s impact was further reinforced by a tourist who mentioned to the research team, that 

“if any town doesn’t change, it is Genadendal” (Interviewee 2, 2010). 
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TRANSGENERATIONAL IMPERATIVES 

Sample variance permitted a range of age groups to take part in the research, and due to a 

fifteen year old and a seventy-four year old participating in the fieldwork; partial insight into 

relationships between generations was made possible. For example, whereas senior residents 

interviewed considered farming to be a commercially viable vocation, inclusive of cathartic and 

therapeutic benefits, they youth did not appear to share this view (Interviewee 1, 2010; 

Interviewee 3, 2010). Similarly, MXit – which provides free online social networking (MXit, 2010) 

was frowned upon by the older generation, to the extent that the youth only felt comfortable 

using the technology in private (Participant 1, 2010). From a disciplinary point of view, one 

senior resident stated that in the past a collective community vision was shared, whereby 

parents would support a school teacher’s disciplinary action – including corporal punishment 

(Interviewee 3, 2010). Although many of these comments could arguable be considered 

commonplace, the continuity of Genadendal family lineage in the same town, and in some 

instances the same house, could arguably compound issues arising from traditional 

determinism. From an architectural perspective, family who were buried in the Moravian 

cemetery or had their name included on the First World War monument, provide an enduring 

physical reminder of the surviving family’s social status in the town (Interviewee 1, 2010; 

Interviewee 3, 2010). 

 

RE-IMAGINEERING THE TOWN 

A core component of the research aimed to highlight the youths’ role in fostering resilience by 

means of a creative process of collaborative redesign. This was partly realised by firstly 

introducing a visual sociology methodology to the initial workshop in Genadendal, which allowed 

the participants to engage on a conceptual level with the researchers, and not remaining 

exclusively restrained to oral or transcribed competencies. Specifically, after the initial workshop 

framing exercise was completed, the participants were collectively requested to draw the 

Genadendal topography in plan view, indicating both formal and informal architectural markers 

and pathways. Once completed, they were individually requested to design a facility of their 

choice into the town, without regard to financial and other structural constraints, and if required, 

unrestricted agency to remove any existing structure. Some of the results of this exercise are 

shown in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3: Collaboratively re-imagineering Genadendal 

 

The artworks method of participative construction allowed insight into the youth’s aspirations and 

frustrations. Of particular interest to this research paper, was at the point of artwork saturation 

whereby a specific area needed to be ‘cleared’ in order to cater for a new structure. Instead of 

extending the town, or removing another participant’s structure, Participant 3 (2010) suggested 

that there were “too many churches in the town” and proceeded to remove one of them from the 

artwork so as to accommodate her conceptual building. The aspirations of the youth included the 

inclusion of a shopping mall, a gymnasium, a petrol station, a nightclub, and a formalised hiking 

trail. 

 

It is debatable if Genadendal can afford to define itself merely in terms of its rich heritage due to 

the realities of an African diaspora further diversifying the community. Although the fieldwork 

data noted this as a perceived threat (Interviewee 3, 2010; Participant 2, 2010), designing within 

a dialogic framework to promote social equity and cohesion in the immediate indigenous 

community, could indeed be extended to the take cognisance of the recent influx of foreigners. 
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In so doing, Genadendal could be an exemplar and subsequent catalyst for social redefinition in 

other parts of the country. 

 

In order maintain spontaneous communication with the workshop participants, an ‘invisible’ and 

‘invitation only’ Facebook group was setup. To encourage all members to participate in the 

online debate, the following rules of engagement were set: 

• Your idea is always correct, as there are no wrong answers here; 

• You can use any language, word or picture that helps you explain your idea; and 

• Your thoughts are only visible to the members of this group. 

 

Although the Facebook group did not realise on-going debate as anticipated, it did inspire and 

facilitate a second workshop at the Dot Dot Dot Ex Why Zed Design (Pty) studio in Cape Town. 

The workshop was intentionally distanced from Genadendal, in order to allow the participants 

additional reflection on their town, and with the benefit of partaking in socio-economic tourist 

activities. For example, how emancipation and recreation can collaboratively function in the 

Prestwich Memorial, which houses the bones of 2000 unmarked graves. Specifically, the 

participants were able to explore how the City of Cape Town, the South African Heritage 

Resource Agency (SAHRA), the District Six Museum, and the Prestwich Place Project 

Committee embarked on a public participation process for the memorial. The project ultimately 

received a grant of four million South African Rands from Council (The City of Cape Town, 

2005), and is able to narrate how the physical “bones of the dead [retain and reveal] the subject 

of fierce socio-historical and political contestations” (Ralphs, 2008). In addition to illustrating how 

design can contribute towards a historic narrative, the participants where also informed on the 

career opportunities within specific design disciplines at the Cape Peninsula University of 

Technology (CPUT).  

 

EMANCIPATORY NOTIONS: INSPIRING YOUNG CREATORS INTO ACTION  

The research supported Ferreira’s (2007:199) claim that the Western Cape Province has an 

“extraordinarily rich resource base” for tourism opportunities. Further, this paper highlights that 

Genadendal is indeed a ’jewel town’, albeit with socio-economic complexity. With this in mind, 

the following initiatives have been identified as having the potential for community-based/-

supported tourism in a situated development model, specifically targeted to creating 

opportunities for engaging the youth: 

 

10 



• www.genadendal.info: A community empowered website that is managed and sustained by 

diverse and key actors in the immediate community, and potentially international 

stakeholders, to ensure an authentic dialogic ethos is maintained. 

• www.herrnhuter.co.za, www.genadendalchair.co.za, www.honeybushteas.co.za: 

Community-based commercial opportunities to manufacture an indigenous product, 

developing capacity in areas such as: artefact custodianship, managing convoluted 

intellectual property and Indigenous Knowledge Management (IKM), retaining an authentic 

narrative whilst making use of contemporary manufacturing techniques, realising and 

implementing appropriate Information and Communication Technologies (ICT), building 

sustained relationships in the community itself, managing concerns of tokenism and romantic 

primitivism, and identifying external actors such as the Western Cape Furniture Initiative 

(WCFI). 

• Genadendal community entrance wall mural: Following the initial workshop, a gatekeeper 

from Genadendal approached the research team and requested assistance in designing a 

wall mural for the entrance to the town. Although the local municipality had already donated 

material to the project, the research team envisages interaction design being more suited to 

engaging the youth to unpack the town’s unique history.  

 

CONCLUSION 

HOPE FOR THE VALLEY: THE BELL SHALL RING AGAIN…  

Within cultural settings, Hall (1969:110) argues for context-responsiveness as “sociofugal space 

[which keeps people apart] is not necessarily bad, nor is sociopetal space [that brings people 

together] universally good”. Further, ‘site-specific significance’ is a key element to understanding 

issues of cultural and aesthetic identity (McEvilley, 1999). Additionally, Hassan (1999) argues for 

an authentic dialogue to promote informed cross-cultural aesthetic appreciation. If Apartheid is 

viewed as a systemic and programmatic imposition of sociofugal spatial determinism over a 

hapless population, it is conceivable that along with the dismantling of Apartheid, Genadendal’s 

common identity under oppression has in turn been diluted. Further, globalisation is often 

destructive when its economic forces prevail over more fragile convivial, personal or relational 

services (Illich, 1973; Kuypers, 1994; Cipolla, 2009). Kuypers (1994:28-29) further argues: 
human culture is not a world wide unvaried condition, but a conglomerate of cultural 

centres with which the individual members tied with bonds of economics – morals – 

standards of behaviour – means of expression – art – dependent on mutual assistance – 

mutually responsible – with benefits of security – honour, recognition – with fear of 

rejection – banishment. 
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Bartholo et al. (2008) support a situation-centred development approach as postulated by 

Hassan Zaoual. Zaoual (2003:75 in Bartholo et al., 2008:105) advances the concept of homo 

situs – “the man on the spot, [who] allows us to break with the monopoly of interpretation that the 

universalism of homo oeconomicus seeks to impose, for it is through homo situs’s capacity to 

‘situate’ himself that it is possible to identify ‘the true problems and solutions in a real attempt at 

local innovation”. It is anticipated that this reality will become more evident as the community-

supported project unfolds in Genadendal. 
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