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On the value of survivor support groups, Judith Herman (1992) writes: “Traumatic events destroy the sustaining bonds between individual and community. Those who have survived learn that their sense of self, of worth, of humanity, depends upon a feeling of connection to others. The solidarity of a group provides the strongest protection against terror and despair, and the strongest antidote to traumatic experience”. In this paper I explore the potential for healing offered by the social context of a support group for survivors of an apartheid-era gross human rights violation. The Highgate Survivors Group was formed in 2006, thirteen years after the attack by masked gunmen on the Highgate Hotel on 1 May 1993. The formation of the Highgate Survivors Group was prompted by new information strongly suggesting that the attack was not carried out by APLA, the armed wing of the Pan Africanist Congress, as had been accepted up until that point, but by the apartheid state security forces. Using a narrative approach to analyse interviews conducted with the survivors, I explore the meanings that survivors ascribe to their everyday experience and to their memories of the attack. I aim to investigate the new associations and meanings that emerge in survivors’ narratives through the possibility that they may have been victims, not of a liberation movement army, but of the apartheid security forces, and how these new meanings are negotiated in the context of the support group.
