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THE NEED FOR A SURVIVOR-CENTERED

Brandon Hamber

A Truth and Reconciliation
Commission (TRC) is to be
established in South Africa

objectives of the Promotion of National Unity and
Reconciliation Act this 1s to occur through the establishment
of as complete a picture as possible of the causes. natur> and
extent of past abuses. The survivors of these abuses wiil be
afforded the opportunity to relate their storics so as to restore
their human and civil dignity. Thereafter, the TRC will draw
up a policy, which the goverrunent will carry out. for the
granting of reparations and rehabilitative measures to these
survivors.  Furthermore. the TRC intends to enhance
reconciliation by granting amnesty to perpetrators of human

recommendations as to how such events can be prevented
from occurring again.

contribute to the re-establishing of the rule of law and to the
creation of institutional apparatus which can contribute to the
building of a human rights culture. This will largely depend

controversial issues of granting amnesty, the calibre of the
commissioners. an efficient documentation system and the
competent running of the process. However, these macro
debates. and particularly the issue of amnesty. tends to over-
shadow the implications of this process for the numerons
“direct’ (e.g. torture survivors. survivors of assault and
attempted killings) and ‘indirect survivors' (e.g. relatives of
the "disappeared’) who will be interacting with the TRC.

At presenl it appears that two main discourses exist
conceming these survivors and their potential experience of
the TRC. Either. those largely in favour of thc TRC. argue
that the TRC will heal the wounds of the past through
survivors telling their stories to svmpathetic individuals who.
for the first time. will acknowledge their reai pain.
Alternatively, those opposed to the TRC. argue that the TRC
is a destructive mechanism that will simplyv open up past
wounds (which are presently healing) resulting in anger.
bitterness and revenge.

APPROACH TO THE TRUTH AND
RECONCILIATION COMMISSION

Centre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation

t teaches us that past traumas do not simply pass or disappear

with the passage of timc. Trauma requires revisiting if it is to
be dealt with adequatcly. Giving testimony can facilitate this

with the express purpose of facilitating a truth recovery | through the re-living of the event. building a context of

process aimed at reconciling with the past. According to the : meaning for survivors. allowing survivors (o fecl heard for the

! first ttme and acknowiedging the cnormity of impact of the

events on their lives. Further. by crecating an accurate picture
of the past. individuals and broader society could be liberated
from a skewed view of humanity constructed solcly around
the inhuman legacy of South African society. In addition. the
process of sruth recovery could also be instrumental in
breaking this culturc of silence that the misinformation and
“official storv"” of the past repressive govemment so carefully
created.

. ) ) . Furthermore. although monetary values cannot be assigned or
rights abuses. A comprehensive report documenting these

past abuses will be compiled and the report will also make °

replace suffering experienced. the granting of reparation
could also redress the past abuses to some degrec. The TRC

- will not make monetary awards as reparation but will be

focusing on rehabilitative strategies or measures like free

On the legal and political front it is envisaged that this will | schooling and medical aid schemes. Reparations is a complex

and difficult task. but could scrvc the psychological proccss
of concretising the event and svimbolicallv acknowledging the
individuals suffering: .In.oticr. words.-it is not-the physical

upon factors like political legitimacy, dealing with the rcparétion but thc process of amending. recognising and

acknowledgment could serve thc most restorative
psvchological function. Thc TRC could also serve as a
symbol of a national willingness to dcal with the past and

+ build a new future.

However, both these assertions are generally made by !

political role players without a real appreciation of the
psychological processes at play. In terms of the first position
which advocates the abilitv of the TRC to promote individual
and collective healing, a basic principle of psvchology

' policies.

The more negative position with regards to the TRC points to
the rcal danger of uncarthing trauma without formulating a
clear sirategy to decal with the anger. sadness and other
emotional difficultics that may arise. It is imperative that the
TRC docs not unearth painful memories or cause people to
re-live difficult times without cnsuring that appropriatc
services and support structurcs arc available to them. The
psvchologically healing process of testifving or teliing ones
storv i1s not dependent upon the content of the storv (as
lawyers tend to assert) but rather on the environment and the
process of the actual rc-telling.

Reparations too, are not intrinsically guaranteed to redress
the past abuses. Although symbolic compensation can be
useful it can never be enough or replace ones suffering. [n a
context of real impoverishment, short-term monetary gain
may be favoured over long-tcrm reparative or rehabilitative
Unfulfilled expectations hold the singular most
destructive potential for thc TRC. Further, there ar¢ thosc
who argue that the granting of amnestv will simply lead to
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revenge because many will feel that justice has not been done.
and will therefore take the law into thetr own hands.

However. the warnings posed above should not be equatcd
with a rejection of the process caurcly. Given that past
trauma cannot just be expected to disappear with time (this 1s
evidenced time and time again with trauma work in which
past traumas are routinely revisited decades later). the TRC
should be viewed as a necessarv but not a sufficient
mechamusm for dealing with our past constructivciv. A rangc
ot additional structures and services will be required to
ensure the success of the process. For example. [or survivors

support them through the process should be ensured. This
would include appropriate counseiling if necessary. and
preparation for testifying and debriefing thereatter. These
services should be supplied by a range of professionals both
inside and outside the TRC, as well as trained volunteers and

process.

Informal forms of psychological support are also crucial.
Groupings like the Khulumant or Speak-Out Support Group.
who are a Gauteng based group of survivors and families of
victims. need to be developed and supported. From the
Centre for the Studv of Violence and Reconciliation's

experience of working with the group. the members provides

valuable psychological support to onc another. The group
meetings arc a safc cnvironment in which many can come to
terms with painful past memories and share expericnces with
other sunvivors.

A natonal ecducation programme 1s also undoubtedly

nccessary and cxpectations should be a kev focus of such a
programme. This will not be a simple task as expectations
vary a great deal. Some peoplc simply want the truth. others

demand financial compensation. still others are hoping for a
proper funeral for their “missing” loved ones and a range of
individuals want formal apologies or recognition lor the
sacnfices thev made during the process of libcration. Still {or
others the greatest compensation wouid be 1o see the
perpetrators brought to justice. Expectations will need to be
mediated bv the TRC itscil. organisations working with
victims. communitv-based organisations. survivor support
groups and churches who have grassroots contact with those
who wash to testity.

The 1ssue of amnesty in this rcgard may posc a specific
challenge. The contcxt n which it was agreed (o grant
amnesty to thosc who violated human rights nccds to be
properiy understood. [t needs to be understood that amnestv
was a compromise to ensure a democratic election. but at the
same time that the granting of amnesty will not bc automatic.

There will be no blanket amncstics and the perpetrators ot -

paruicularly brutal and heinous crimes will not qualify for
amnestv. Amnesty applications will be carcfully scrutinised
and venfied, and only full disclosurc of cach and every
individual political crime will ensurc a successtul amnesty

application. This will mean that the truth is always known
when amnesty is granted and for some survivors. especially i’
the perpetrator suffers social repercussions. this may sufficc
as thc demand for truth mayv bc greater than the need for
retribution.

However. there wiil always be resultant feclings that need to
be dealt with by support structures. Furthermore. it is crucial
that 1t is not expected. either overtly or covertly. that
survivors should forgive thc perpetrators. Anger and other
cmotional responses bv survivors needs to be lcgitimised and
space provided for individuals to express their feelings

and families of victims the availability of those who can . openlv. Survivors will feel great resentment and may desire

to take revenge if they feel their emotions are not tolerated

. and understood. The TRC could contribute to a spirit of
: coilective or national reconciliation but this does not

nccessarily equate with the difficult individual process of

¢ forgiveness which takes time and support.

even other victims themselves who have been through the . )
g - Clearly, therefore, if the TRC is to operate as a

psychologically healing mechanism additional psvchological
and social support services will need to be dcveloped and
sustained throughout the life of the TRC. Responsibility
should fall on the TRC to deliver some of these services but
aiso support the development of other structures to run
parallel to the TRC. Responsibility should also be taken by
human rights organisations to support the process and build
rcconciliation through it. [t is a fact that we have to deal with
the ravages of the past violence with or without the TRC. and
if the TRC provides structures and resources to do this. then
all the better. The responsibilities of NGO's also extends
_bevond direct service provision.  QOrganisations should
- cngage actively with the process and consistently lobby to
cnsure the integrity of the process (¢.g. cnsunng that through
public pressure perpetrators of past abuses are removed trom
officc). A survivor-centered approach needs to be
continually reinforced. broad commemorative Iinitiatives
should be undertaken (e.g. remembrance rallies) and
survivor-based initiatives supported.

[n conclusion. we nced to begin the process ol truth and
- rcconciliation through recognising the limits of the TRC or it
will be doomed to failurc. It cannot address all the apartheid
ills. just as prosecutions alone will not lead to dealing with
our past or a new national [lag will guarantee reconciliation.
Rceonciliation cannot be confincd to any onc process or
commission. [n fact. anv uniform mechanism is mn itseif is
insutTicient. Thus. the TRC n=cds to be viewed as onc of the
mechamisms for addrcssing the conflicts of the past.
However. it needs to borne in mind that it is an aruticially
constructed phenomenon which will be protoundly differcnt
from individualised and pcrsonalised ways of coping with
adversity.  This rcinforces the need for the process of
reconciliation and social support to occur at an individual
lcvel. as well as collectively. As resources are necded 1o be
 rebuild our economic and social infrastructure. so too are they
' rcquired (o restore the human potential and dignitv of our
| natton.
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