“It’s still there, the bad times, your heart is still crying inside”: A Qualitative Examination of Victim Experiences following Public Testimony at South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission.
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The widespread perpetration gross human rights abuses under South Africa’s former Apartheid regime came to light by way of the public victim and perpetrator testimonies of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC). Local and international research has demonstrated the deleterious psychological consequences of exposure to the extremity of such violation. These traumatic effects may intrude upon the individual in various forms which represent the indelible imprints of the traumatic experience emerging even decades after the actual event has passed. This paper will demonstrate some of these effects with the aid of South African examples of victims of gross human rights violations who provided public testimony at the TRC. It then argues that such testimonial processes provide victims with the necessary space in which to speak their trauma, to ‘narrativise’ the trauma and thus, through verbalisation, to integrate the experience into their life stories thereby reducing its enduring distressful impact. However, the highly contextualised nature of political trauma warrants a concomitantly contextualised form of working through this trauma. It is contended that in this regard the TRC fell short. Contextual anomalies such as poverty, inequality, unemployment, political betrayal and abandonment all serve to hinder the process of working through trauma – and in fact retraumatises – if not addressed in addition to narrative processes on the road to restoration in developing post-conflict societies. 
