Intergenerational Trauma: Grandmothers’ Experiences of Confronting HIV/AIDS in the Aftermath of Apartheid
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Fifteen years after South Africa celebrated its democratic victory, new forms of social divisions and inequality have surfaced in ways that pose severe barriers to the vision of reconciliation and forgiveness.  Recent reflections on the truth commission process point to structural violence as one of the most serious obstacles to realizing the aspirations of peaceful reconciliation central to the early years of South Africa’s post-apartheid transition. With a national unemployment rate of over 40 percent, coupled with the escalating HIV/AIDS infection rate at nearly 20%, South Africa’s structural brutality has shifted from one of state-sponsored political violence, to interlocking systemic forms of social inequality that reproduce distinct manifestations of trauma.  Much like the divisions established in apartheid, this structural violence falls disproportionately on vulnerable populations. In the context of South Africa’s HIV/AIDS pandemic, women pay a particular price as they lose their own daughters to AIDS and assume vital roles as providers of emotional and physical support in wider affected communities. As grandmothers bury their own children and community members, they simultaneously confront memories of past trauma in their lived experiences of the apartheid era. Drawing from ethnographic, organisational and interview data collected from 2008-2009, this session will explore the dual forms of trauma that emerge in grandmothers’ accounts of their responses to the HIV/AIDS pandemic. The narratives of women who lived through apartheid and now confront new forms of structural violence provide both a vivid depiction of South Africa’s contemporary struggle and a compelling model of women’s activism and peacebuilding.  

