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The Constitution lives in Alex
By Jean Meiring, Johannesburg Bar

Under the stewardship of Jacquie Cassette and
Nadine Fourie, both members of Group One at
the Johannesburg Bar, and Kim Robinson, a Jo-
hannesburg-based consultant, a remarkable adult
education project has in the past year sprung up
in the township of Alexandra, near Sandton, and
is soon to spread to Mitchell’s Plain in Cape
Town.

Under the aegis of the Constitutional Court
Clerks’ Alumni Assocation (CCCAA) and in co-
operation with the the pro bono division of Edward
Nathan Sonnenberg, the Constitutional Law and
Human Rights Pilot Project is limbering up for its
second intake of some twenty students.

‘The project has built up a bit of a reputation
in Alex already. There’s a lot of interest in the com-
munity for its second year,’ says Nadine.

The seed was unwittingly planted in June 2011
when Jacquie, Group One’s pro bono co-ordi-
nator, visited the ENS law clinic in Alex. The clinic’s
professionalism and the boundless energy and
commitment of Lindie Saunderson, its head, set Jacquie thinking.
It occurred to her what an excellent idea it would be for the
CCCAA, of whom she is a member, to support the clinic’s edu-
cational efforts by offering human-rights and constitutional-law
seminars within its structures.

Many members of the CCCAA are at the Johannesburg Bar
and, while they may be involved in a wide range of commercial
and other litigation, often they retain an affinity for work involving
the Constitution and the Bill of Rights.

Says Michael Eastman, member of the Johannesburg Bar
and CCCAA chair: ‘The CCCAA is full of talented, hard-working,
committed people from a range of backgrounds. With eighteen
years of clerks in its ranks, it is large and spans generations.
And, ex-clerks tend to be industrious sorts.’

The suggestion appealed to Lindie. When Jacquie mooted
the idea with Nadine, who raised it with other members of the
executive committee of the CCCAA, the ball was soon rolling.
The CCCAA set up a sub-committee to explore the proposal
and Kim, another court alumna – whom Nadine calls the ‘heart
of the project’ – was invited to join.

With ENS undertaking the logistical and financial responsi-
bilities, and with the benefit of Kim’s extensive experience in
development work, the CCCAA cohort devised a series of
seminars and developed course materials.

While this was happening behind the scenes, Lindie ap-
proached several NGOs in Alex to canvas interest among com-
munity leaders. Once identified, likely candidates were inter-
viewed. A serious commitment was required from successful
applicants to see through the significant reading and engagement
the course would demand. Strict attendance rules would apply.

The participants, the great majority of whom stuck with the
project and successfully completed it, spanned the gamut of
ages and educational levels.

The idea that came to animate the nascent project was to
empower a small but representative group of community leaders
who were prepared to commit to the project and to disseminating
what it had taught them. By way of a ripple effect, they would
spread what they had learnt to the wider community, becoming
agents for change.

Jacquie notes: ‘We have one of the most advanced con-
stitutions in the world, founded on a very real commitment to
transformation and social justice, yet for a number of reasons
many people in South Africa – and in particular those from
poorer communities – know little about its contents or how to go
about enforcing the rights entrenched in it.’

The five halfday seminars the project came to comprise were
designed to address this deficiency.

‘The syllabus consisted of some quite high-level reading as
well as materials that engage with their practical application,’
adds Nadine. ‘We wanted the participants to understand the
Constitution against its historical background and to engage
with its actual text. Often, in people’s minds, the Constitution
acquires a meaning very different to what its words actually say.’

The five seminars, prepared and presented by Jacquie,
Nadine, Kim and Nokukhanya Jele, also of the Johannesburg
Bar, covered the themes: the making of the Constitution and
what it means today; access to information; access to justice;
socio-economic rights, and crime in the community.

Reading materials included portions of the interim Con-
stitution; the preamble, the founding provisions and the Bill of

Nadine Fourie and Jacquie Cassette, two-thirds of the triumvirate behind the Constitutional Law and
Human Rights workshop.
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Rights in the Constitution; the Freedom Charter; the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights; the African Charter on Human
and People’s Rights; the Communist Manifesto; several Acts of
Parliament and excerpts from judgments of the Constitutional
Court.

The model adopted eschewed a top-down approach. In the
report produced by the CCCAA on the project, one of the project’s
objects is, after all, framed in the following terms: ‘To create a
safe, conducive and non-judgmental space for learning and
reflecting about the Constitution as the foundational document
of the post-apartheid state.’

Nadine says: ‘The model we devised is itself quite inspiring.
We wanted to avoid talking down to the participants or to teach
them as such. We wanted to provide them with reading materials
and to set a discussion in motion.

‘This was often quite difficult for Jacquie and me. As members
of the Bar – constantly engaged with an adversarial model of
the law, seeking to enforce rights when there is already conflict –
it was a challenge to think about the law in a different way, to
engage with people in the community about what the meaning
is of the rights they have as citizens of this country.’

The project culminated in a graduation ceremony where
participants were congratulated for their commitment to its goals
and handed certificates prepared by ENS stating that they had
completed the course.

It was attended by luminaries including Andries Nel, the
Deputy Minister of Justice and Constitutional Development, who
gave a speech, and former Constitutional Court Justice Johann
Kriegler.

‘It was very moving. People’s families came from as far afield
as the Eastern Cape,’ Nadine notes.

What does the future hold for this fledgling project?
Jacquie says: ‘We hope it will grow from strength to strength

and that many more CCCAA members will become involved. In
fact, the involvement of more members is essential to the
sustainability of the project.

‘In 2013, we are repeating the project in Alex – with five full-
day seminars – and we’re also rolling it out in Mitchell’s Plain in
Cape Town, where ENS also has a law clinic.

‘The feedback we got from the first group of participants
suggests they found the seminars very empowering and that the
project definitely assisted in making the Constitution “more real
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The participants say
Thabo MopasiThabo MopasiThabo MopasiThabo MopasiThabo Mopasi (40) is an entrepreneur and
social-history researcher:
‘The course opened a whole wide world of
opportunities for me. It made me aware of my
rights and responsibilities. I’m an agent of
change in my community. I’m always the
last man standing!’

Laki ModiseLaki ModiseLaki ModiseLaki ModiseLaki Modise (58) is a social worker and early-
childhood educator:
‘I don’t even know where to begin. When
we were interviewed, I was skeptical. But, in
a nutshell, the course was amazing. It took me
back to the days of apartheid and brought me
to where we are now. Even though I lived under
apartheid, I now realize I didn’t really know
what it mean went we said we were second-class
citizens. But now I know I live in a country where
we have rights.’

Beverley Tsakana Shekwalakwala and Anthony
Mmatli.

From left to right: Deputy Minister of Justice and Constitutional Development Andries Nel, Deputy CEO of
ENS Mzi Mgudlwa, Iris Mpeko Maliboho and former Constitutional Court Justice Johann Kriegler.

to people.” We demanded a lot from them by way of commitment
to attending the seminars, doing the prescribed homework and
preparatory reading. While this wasn’t easy for them, most show-
ed incredible enthusiasm.

‘The sense we got was that there is a great thirst for knowledge
about the Constitution. Engaging with them, sharing stories and
perspectives and learning about their life experiences was very
moving indeed. I came away feeling I had gained a tremendous
amount.’

Asked how they manage to fit this commitment into their
often frenetic lives at the Bar, both Jacquie and Nadine burst
into nervous laughter.

‘With difficulty,’ Nadine says.
Jacquie adds: ‘Although involvement in the project demands

a lot from facilitators, it’s deeply rewarding and, I believe, pro-
vides a unique opportunity for members to give back to dis-
advantaged communities and to contribute to the development
of our democracy.’


