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Peace accords and international interventions have contributed to the suspension of armed
conflict and the censuring of repressive regimes in many parts of the world. Some governments
and their opposition parties have agreed to the establishment of commissions or other bodies
designed to create historical records of the violations of human rights and foster conditions
that facilitate reparatory and reconciliatory processes. This paper explores selected roles that
community psychologists have played in this process of remembering the past and constructing
new identities towards creating a more just future. With reference to two community groups (in
Guatemala and South Africa) we show how efforts to “speak out” about one’s own experiences
of political and military repression involve complex representational politics that go beyond
the simple binary opposition of silencing versus giving voice. The Guatemalan group consisted
of Mayan Ixil women who, together with the first author, used participatory action research
and the PhotoVoice technique to produce a book about their past and present struggles. The
South African group, working within the ambit of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission
and in collaboration with the third author and others, explored ways of speaking about their
roles in apartheid and post-apartheid society. Although both these initiatives can be seen
as moments in on-going struggles to overcome externally-imposed repressive practices that
censor the voices of marginalized communities, they also serve to dispel overly romanticized
notions of “univocal” communities now liberated to express themselves in an unmediated
and unequivocal fashion. The paper discusses how each group of women instead entered into
subtly nuanced relationships with community psychologists involving a continual interplay
between the authenticity of their self-representational accounts and the requirements of the
discursive technologies into which they were being inducted and the material conditions within
their sites of struggle. In both cases the group’s agenda also evolved over time, so that what
emerged was not so much a particular account of themselves, or even the development of a
particular “voice” for speaking about themselves, but an unfolding process—for the groups
and for the community psychologists who accompanied them—of becoming active players in
the postmodern, mediated world of self-representational politics and social struggle.
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Late twentieth century repressive regimes such
as those of the apartheid government of South Africa,
dictatorships in Chile, Argentina, Paraguay, Uruguay,
and Brazil, as well as brutal conflicts within coun-
tries as diverse as Rwanda, the former Yugoslavia,
and Guatemala were responsible for the disappear-
ances and deaths of hundreds of thousands of inno-
cent civilians. Some of these conflicts were responses
to efforts of the majority population to redress eco-
nomic inequalities and structural poverty. Others re-
flected ethnic conflicts that emerged within contexts
of limited resources, the collapse of previous regimes,
or longstanding institutionalized racism. Within the
context of a growing, at least tacit, acceptance of the
UN Declaration on Human Rights, governments and
their opposition parties in many of these countries
agreed to the establishment of truth commissions or
similar bodies designed to create historical records of
the violations of human rights, thereby creating con-
ditions that would facilitate reconciliation.

Psychologists have been increasingly present
in these late twentieth century post-wars con-
texts, offering crisis intervention strategies and
psychosocial services to survivors and their families.
The need to look at how ordinary people are affected
by war has become increasingly important since civil-
ians constitute the vast majority of the victims of
contemporary wars. The emergence and validation of
post-traumatic stress disorder as a primary psycholog-
ical effect of contemporary warfare for children and
adults (see, e.g., Eth & Pynoos, 1985; Herman, 1992)
has informed much of the work developed by psychol-
ogists in response to contemporary warfare. Notwith-
standing this important contribution to understand-
ing the biological and intrapsychic bases of human
responses to extreme violence, critics have identified
limitations of this individually based diagnostic tool
and of the psychological practices with war’s survivors
that have emerged from it. Missing is an understand-
ing of the extent to which both oppression and re-
sponses to it are not only individual, but also collec-
tive, phenomena. Specific critiques of individualizing
psychological approaches to trauma include libera-
tion psychologists’ theories of psychosocial trauma
and the public health-based critique of an individu-
ally based tertiary intervention that addresses only a
small proportion of those affected while leaving dev-
astated communities and even societies unattended
(Comas-Diaz, Lykes, & Alarcén, 1998; Martin-Bard,
1994). Further, cultural psychologists and anthropol-
ogists point to a range of culture-based understand-
ings of illness and psychological processes, including
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war’s consequences, that fall outside of the Euro-
American classificatory system (see, e.g., Bracken,
Giller, & Summerfield, 1995; Jenkins, 1991; Kleinman,
1995).

In this paper we explore another critical ap-
proach to psychologists’ roles in postwar contexts and
illustrate it by means of two case examples from the
work of social and community psychologists accompa-
nying communities in their searches for a just peace
in Guatemala and South Africa. These community-
based interventions include a participatory action re-
search project (PAR) drawing on photographs and
stories gathered with a local community in rural
Guatemala, facilitated by the first author and her col-
leagues, and the development and accompaniment of
a survivors network with those who told their stories
to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South
Africa, facilitated, along with others, by the third au-
thor. Through an analysis of these two cases we seek to
demonstrate some of the ways in which they rupture
the increasingly normative psychological responses to
trauma that reduce collective processes to individual
suffering and to contribute to a developing liberatory
community psychology. We conclude with a discus-
sion of some of the caveats and limitations of these
models.

GUATEMALA

The majority of the approximately 12.9 million
inhabitants of Guatemala are Maya. They live in rural
communities and speak 21 Mayan languages (Cojti,
1988) although Spanish is the only official language.
They represent various ethnic groups, all descendants
of the Mayan civilizations that sought to assert their
individualities and land claims after the collapse of the
Mayan empire and prior to the arrival of the Spaniards
over 500 years ago. Although the Guatemalan econ-
omy is amongst the strongest in Central America,
more than one third of the urban population and three
fourths of those who live in rural areas live in ex-
treme poverty. Approximately 65% of the arable land
is held by 2% of the population (Barry, 1992). It was
this and a lack of basic nutrition, health and educa-
tional services, as well as the exploitation of largely
Mayan workers on coffee, sugar, and cotton planta-
tions, which fuelled 36 years of civil war that many de-
scribe as the most recent armed response to 500 years
of repression.

Violent repression, including the razing of more
than 400 rural villages, the disappearance of over
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40,000 people (45% of those disappeared in all of
Latin America) and the deaths of between 150,000
and 200,000 civilians, was a central strategy of the
Guatemalan government during the conflict (CEH,
1999). Moreover, estimates are that nearly one million
people were displaced internally, and another several
hundred thousand fled to other countries during the
early 1980s. The state silenced many in the population
through terror, exploiting fear in a particularly brutal
way.

The Peace Accords afforded new spaces in which
many survivors began voicing multiple versions of
their stories. Commissions for the “clarification of past
human rights violations and acts of violence,” such
as those established by the Catholic Archdiocese of
Guatemala City (REMHI) (ODHAG, 1998) and the
United Nations (CEH, 1999), were challenged to doc-
ument not only individual violations but collective vi-
olence within a context in which the communal na-
ture of rural life was ruptured, entire communities
destroyed, and ethnic groups massacred.

Some psychologists and community educators
consulted to the truth-recovery process, designing
training programs to ensure effective, efficient, and
psychologically beneficial gathering of testimony. At-
tempts to develop follow-up programs to provide psy-
chological accompaniment of those who gave their
testimonies have been initiated by REMHI and other
NGOs whereas the CEH’s mandate terminated with
the issuance of its report in February 1999.

Taking Pictures to Tell Stories

The more than 5,000 testimonies collected by
REMHI and a similar number gathered by the CEH
reflect only a small percentage of the stories of the
estimated 200,000 persons “killed or disappeared as a
result of the fratricidal confrontation” in the country
(CEH, 1999, p. 17). Included among those who had
not “testified” were a large number of women living
in a rural area of the Ixil region, a part of Guatemala
deeply affected by the war. The first author was invited
by local women to work with them in 1992 and has
served as a consultant to the Association of Maya Ixil
Women-New Dawn (ADMI) since then. ADMI grew
out of a committee of six women and currently coor-
dinates five projects in addition to the one described
here, including three economic development projects,
an educational program for children and a community
library (Lykes et al., 1999). The work focuses on three
areas including (1) the psychosocial issues that these
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women encountered as they responded to the multi-
ple effects of violence and repression, (2) the devel-
opment of the organization, and (3) concrete work
to improve conditions within the local community.
The participatory workshops facilitated by the first
author integrated Freirian pedagogical and analytical
techniques (Freire, 1970), creative resources (e.g., sto-
rytelling, dramatization, drawing), indigenous prac-
tices (e.g., weaving, religious ceremony, and oral his-
tories; see, Lykes, 1994,1997), and documentation and
interpretive strategies developed within the context
of participatory action research (PAR) (Reason &
Bradbury, 2001).

Despite the work of REMHI and the CEH, prior
to 1996, few of ADMI’s members had spoken directly
of their experiences during the years of war, silenced
by ongoing terror, gender relations in rural communi-
ties, local political and religious power dynamics, and
pressing concerns for the material survival of them-
selves and their children. However, ongoing work as
well as small political openings afforded by the Peace
Accords and the work of the formal commissions de-
scribed above contributed to ADMI’s desire to cre-
ate a public testimony that witnessed to the atroci-
ties committed against the people of Chajul and its
surrounding villages. Inspired by the work of Chinese
rural women, Visual voices: 100 photographs of village
China by the Women of Yunnan Province (1995), pho-
tography was used to “tell the story of the violence”
and of women’s responses to the war. By speaking
out through pictures and storytelling, ADMI sought
to prevent future violence through creating a pub-
lic record, as well as to build connections with other
women in Guatemala and beyond who were engaged
in similar processes. Equally importantly, they sought
new skills and resources to develop economic and psy-
chosocial resources for their communities thereby re-
sponding to the material ravages of war.

Two photographic methods, “photovoice”
(Wang, 1999; Wang, Burris, & Xiang, 1996) and
“talking pictures” (Bunster & Chaney, 1989) served
as important resources that were incorporated into
the existing group processes to consolidate a PAR
method that fit the needs articulated within the group.
An iterative process of data collection and analysis
wherein women “analyzed as they photographed”
was developed. Twenty photographers recorded their
own life stories, sometimes assisted by a facilitator,
in dialogue with another participant in the group.
They photographed life in Chajul and traveled to
neighboring villages, photographing women and
their families. Through recording and critically
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analyzing multiple stories of daily living, that is, of
war, its effects, and ongoing poverty, the women of
PhotoVoice developed sensitivities to the various
forms of violence experienced in the wider munici-
pality as well as analyses of the complex challenges
facing the region as it develops recovery strategies in
the wake of war’s trauma. The PAR team selected
60 photos from over 2,000 and drew on hundreds
of interviews, group-based analyses and stories to
develop a shared story of the violence within these
local communities, its effects, and multiple responses
towards rethreading individual and collective lives
(see Women of PhotoVoice/ADMI & Lykes, 2000;
Lykes, 2001, for a more detailed description of the
research process and outcomes).

PhotoVoice as a Resource for Reconciliation
and Community Change

Of the hundreds of specific stories gathered in
this project, the PhotoVoice participants selected 11
through which to re-story the massacres, displace-
ment, death, and destruction that characterized life
among them during the war. The picture shown here
was one of those selected for inclusion in the book. It
stands on the site of the army’s massacre at the Finca
La Estrella Polar (see Fig. 1).

Several women walked from Chajul to this village
to talk with those living in the present community.
Initial stories gathered from survivors were presented
by the photographer/interviewer to a small group of
project participants and then re-analyzed by a larger
group using content analysis, including categories that
situated “the event” in its historical context, described
those present in terms of their actions, feelings, and
thoughts, and identified the analysts’ responses to the
events and their aspirations for the future in the face of
what happened. The following is an extract from the
story that, coupled with the photograph, represents
the re-storying of this gross human rights violation
and responses to it.

There were two hundred people massacred in 1982 in
the village of the Finca La Estrella. We feel extremely
resentful because of this terrible tragedy and we are
saddest of all for these victims who were murdered
so suddenly. They didn’t know that they were go-
ing to die because they were campesinos, [peasants]
workers, who were guilty of nothing. They didn’t owe
anything to anyone, but what is saddest is that the
children and babies were murdered and they were
only children, no more. But despite that, their lives on
this earth were taken from them. And the assassins—
who were they to take the lives of human beings? So,
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just like the young boys and girls, the adults ought to
have lived longer, but they were murdered. And the
saddest thing is that they are buried in a single clan-
destine grave and this is something that will never
be/forgotten. The soldiers came to this village for no
reason. Why did they murder these innocent peo-
ple? The people saw each other die and we don’t
know what kind of suffering they had to endure be-
fore dying.

Those of us of the Catholic faith often remem-
ber our deceased loved ones and the rest of the peo-
ple who were killed. There are some whose names
have been identified through investigation and each
year a Mass is celebrated to pray to God for all of
them. It would be wonderful if there could be an ex-
humation in the finca [plantation] for the sake of the
family members. Then they could rebury their dead in
the cemetery so they could rest in peace. ... As are-
sult of the massacre, many people were disappeared
without anyone knowing where they were murdered
or where their bodies were tossed. . . .

But enough now of hurts and wrongs. May there
never again be another massacre. The indigenous
people, of different ethnicities, have a right to live in
peace and be happy with their families. It is difficult
to rebuild but el pueblo [the people/community] will
advance. The times of /a violencia [the violence] de-
stroyed much of our patrimony that is now impossible
toretrieve. But we will persevere with our struggle so
that this war never returns, because what happened
has no meaning and even less, forgiveness. Nobody
deserved it because we are human beings and it is our
responsibility to build our peace, since peace comes
frominside of us. Itis born in our hearts so that we can
live in harmony. (Women of PhotoVoice/ADMI &
Lykes, 2000, p. 27-28)

Unlike the description of gross violations of hu-
man rights found in the REMHI and CEH reports, the
story crafted by the women of ADMI goes beyond the
“facts.” They embed their register of the number of
deaths in a set of interrogations that situate their un-
derstanding of the event within the context of their
rights as human beings and as indigenous peoples.
They express sorrow and outrage alongside their sol-
idarity with those who were killed and their families.
The innocence of the victims starkly implicates the
murderers in an unjust war. Equally importantly, the
women analysts tell us about their rituals for mourn-
ing their losses and commemorating the lives of their
deceased families, rituals that were also disrupted by
the war. Thus the “facts” are embedded in past prac-
tices and reflect the symbolic systems that are rup-
tured in war’s wake. The women of ADMI stand
with those who have been killed while affirming their
commitment to struggle for a better and a more just
peace. The end of the war was an occasion to recover
lost bodies and to rethread ritual practices within a
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Fig. 1. The site of the army’s massacre at the Finca La Estrella Polar.

contemporary context, thereby reclaiming not only
loved ones but also the stories of the past and the
challenges they pose for the future.

PhotoVoice participants as well as interviewees
often spoke of these interviews or group-based discus-
sions as their first opportunity to talk about events that
had heretofore been silenced or spoken only privately
to family members, thereby affording them a “public”
individual and collective record. Thousands of hours
of tape recordings of individual and group-based sto-
rytelling and interviews with women in neighboring

communities—stories of the war, its losses, and the
multiple responses to it—as well as memorias [mem-
ories] of the dozens of workshops in which we sys-
tematized analyses of the photographs—constitute
the raw data which were systematically analyzed in
small groups (see Lykes, 2001, for details) and from
which the stories and photographs within the pub-
lished book were drawn. The photograph told its own
story and became a site for wider participatory sto-
rytelling and analysis. It communicates the photog-
rapher’s perspective but then becomes a stimulus for
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the group’s reflections, discussions, analyses, and rep-
resentations. The fixed image serves as a catalyst for
an ever-widening discussion of the differing realities
that are present within these Mayan communities. The
conjoining of picture and story present that complex-
ity to a wider public.

Despite differences in religious beliefs, political
affiliations, age, and ethnicity, through the stories and
subsequent analyses of the photographs the women
of ADMI have developed a shared understanding of
some of the multiple causes of “the violence” and
its effects. The knowledge they have co-constructed
includes stories from contradictory political perspec-
tives wherein some participants have revindicated
their husbands’ murders by guerrilla forces, others
their own participation in support of the armed re-
sistance. PhotoVoice within PAR has created a struc-
ture and process wherein over time such conflicting
experiences and the effects that they generated can
be better tolerated by women who, despite these dif-
ferences, find common ground in their struggles to
survive and re-create community. Thus through these
community-based activities the women of ADMI re-
situate themselves within the group and beyond. They
have deepened their individual and the group’s com-
mitment to work within and across differences, de-
spite persistent hurts, towards constructing a shared
future. PhotoVoice embodies one local community’s
attempt to concretize some of the multiple discourses
of reconciliation.

Transgressing Local Boundaries: Voices
and Images as Liberatory Praxis

Maya are represented widely in photo essays,
magazines, and postal cards. Tourists and professional
photographers struggle to capture “exotic Mayan
customs.” Male Guatemalan photographers (los am-
bulantes) rove among county fairs to take formal
family shots or offer themselves for hire to record
weddings and funerals (Parker & Neal, 1982). The
women of PhotoVoice and members of the wider
community who have allowed their pictures to be
taken for this community project are very aware
of the distinctive nature of the photographs taken
through PhotoVoice and their relationships to them,
as compared to the more predominant experiences
of “being photographed.” The 20 women of ADMI
who co-developed this project are the first rural
Ixil and K’iche’ women to become “professional”
photographers.
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Women with fifth or sixth grade formal schooling
accompanied by “outsiders” (a community psychol-
ogist and her colleagues) have honed analytic skills
necessary for developing critical consciousness and
“multiplied” these skills through small group work
with other photographers with considerably less for-
mal education. A core group participated in train-
ing that prepared them for assuming all roles within
the research process and for strengthening their lo-
cal women’s organization. They have developed com-
puter skills, become data recorders and analyzers, and
learned how to balance the financial accounts of their
various projects. Several have written grant propos-
als to support new economic development, educa-
tional, and mental health initiatives that have evolved
from this ongoing work. Others have spoken publicly
in national forums about their work and its contri-
butions to recovering stories and constructing a just
peace. Most recently, they have established a team of
“technical assistants” to work with women in the vil-
lages surrounding Chajul who want to establish their
own women’s groups and develop community-based
projects that will improve their lives and those of
their families. Others represent ADMI in national ef-
forts to pressure the government to fulfill promises
made to Mayan communities as part of the Peace
Accords.

Through PhotoVoice local Mayan Ixil and
K’iche’ women, internationalists (Unitedstatesians
and Spaniards), and Mayan professionals from ur-
ban centers represent a porousness of the seemingly
rigid class, race, and language barriers that exacer-
bate power differences. Rural peasants have appro-
priated the skills and techniques of social scientific
research in the service of speaking out about past hor-
rors to construct new options towards a better future.
Gender roles as well as other cultural practices have
been affected by the introduction of cameras into a
local economy where the cost of developing a single
role of film is equal to a family’s food budget for sev-
eral weeks. Notwithstanding criticisms of the project,
including the introduction of “Western” technology
into a rural community and the project’s economic
non-sustainability, the participants have described re-
peatedly its positive impact on their local commu-
nity and their own enhanced self-understanding and
self-esteem. PhotoVoice reflects their developing crit-
ical understandings of themselves as Mayan women
both during the war and in post-war processes of
reconstruction. Rural women’s voices have entered
the scientific and human rights discourse about state-
sponsored violence and its effects, transforming the
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“talk” as well as the lives of those who speak their
truths.

SOUTH AFRICA

South Africa has 11 official languages, and the di-
versity of ethnic and cultural groups within the coun-
tryis even greater. Approximately 76 % of the popula-
tion today is Black, 12.8% is White, 2.6% Indian, and
8.5% of mixed origin or colored. The history of racial
and class oppression in South Africa reaches back
more than three centuries, culminating in the 46 years
of apartheid rule from 1948 to 1994. Despite dramatic
economic and social changes that have accompanied
the first years of the African National Congress’s post-
1994 government, resulting in sharp increases in the
number of people with running water, electricity, ac-
cess to health care, and education, the legacy of colo-
nialism and apartheid have deeply marked economic
and political structures. Nearly 45% of South Africa’s
approximately 40 million people still live below the
poverty line; the vast majority of these people are
Black.

Under apartheid Black South Africans were re-
quired to carry special identity documents, prohib-
ited from owning or renting property in White areas
(which comprised approximately 80% of the coun-
try), subjected to inferior education, and prevented
from taking up certain occupations. Individuals and
organizations supporting the liberation movement
were dealt with harshly, sometimes within the ambit
of oppressive laws, but frequently by illegal means,
including kidnapping, assassination, and torture.
Between 1985 and 1994, about 20,000 people were
killed by the State or in interorganizational conflict
that was a direct result of the apartheid context.

One of the terms of the settlement between the
apartheid state and the liberation movements was that
individuals from both sides who had engaged in gross
human rights abuses would be granted amnesty and
that this process would be administered by the Truth
and Reconciliation Commission (TRC). The TRC’s
task was also to compile a comprehensive report on
abuses and afford victims the chance to tell their sto-
ries (TRC, 1998).

Unlike the Guatemalan hearings that were con-
ducted outside the media spotlight, of the nearly
38,000 gross violations of human rights documented,
1,818 were showcased at public hearings. Narratives
of survivors and perpetrators were broadcast on a
daily basis to millions of South Africans via televi-
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sion, radio, and newspapers. The TRC Special Report
TV programme had up to 1.2 million viewers a week,
more people than the English news at 8 p.m. (Theissen
& Hamber, 1998).

Although one of the 17 TRC commissioners was
a psychologist, psychologists as a group played a rel-
atively minor role in the TRC. A number of psychol-
ogists presented evidence to the commission on in-
equities in the apartheid mental health system, while
a few provided support and counseling to survivors
giving evidence before the commission (De Ridder,
1997; Hamber, 1998). One of the significant impacts
psychologists had on the TRC was through the Cen-
tre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation
(CSVR),anongovernmental organization (NGO) ac-
tive in human rights work since 1989, with which the
third author of this article is affiliated. The CSVR’s
work around the commission gained particular impe-
tus from its collaboration with Khulumani—a support
group for survivors of gross human rights abuses.

The Founding and Growth of Khulumani

Khulumani (Zulu for “speaking out”) was set up
in early 1995 when a group of survivors asked the
CSVR to help build a support structure to assist them
in preparing for the TRC hearings. As the numbers
of attendees mushroomed it was decided to start local
self-help groups that could operate without CSVR fa-
cilitation. These were initiated by holding workshops
with NGOs in an area, followed by educational work-
shops with survivors in which they learned about and
started exploring ways of making use of the TRC pro-
cess. The workshops and educational materials dis-
tributed there emphasized storytelling and the im-
portance of dialogue and discussion around the TRC.
Khulumani developed as a network of groups across
the greater Johannesburg area and its neighboring
provinces. At times there were as many as 35 Khu-
lumani groups running, mainly in strife-torn areas, but
with significant pockets of support from other parts of
the country.

Although Khulumani has always had an open
door policy, membership consists mainly of women,
many in their late 40s and upwards, broadly aligned
with the liberation forces. Members are typically in-
direct survivors, such as relatives of victims of the
apartheid security forces, rather than direct victims.
Organizationally, Khulumani moved over a period of
5 years from an informal grouping dependent on the
CSVR for institutional support, to an independent
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entity with a central office run by salaried staff as
well as several fieldworkers. Khulumani has thus in
many ways progressed from a network of support
groups to becoming the organized voice of apartheid-
era survivors.

The Process of Speaking Out

“Speaking out” in the TRC context was seen, at
least initially, as a linear process in which uncovering
the truth would lead to psychological and social heal-
ing (Asmal, Asmal, & Roberts, 1994) and it is only
now that such assumptions are beginning to be ques-
tioned in the academic literature (Hamber, Nageng, &
O’Malley, 2000). One of the most prominent TRC slo-
gans was “revealing is healing,” a sentiment echoed in
one form or another by many academic authors writ-
ing about the TRC (e.g., Chicuecue, 1997; De la Rey
& Owens, 1998) and, more generally, about responses
to state-sponsored violence and victim recovery. At
first the CSVR’s involvement in Khulumani was also
founded on the premise that “encouraging people to
speak out about the atrocities of the past was psycho-
logically beneficial” (Hamber et al., 2000, p. 3). How-
ever, it soon became clear that there is a difference
between individual and national healing, and that at
times the latter might be achieved at the expense of
the former.

In addition, participants’ motivations for wanting
to speak out were complex and continually changed
as the TRC evolved. For example, a survivor might
(simultaneously or at different times) tell her story in
order to share her pain, to place important facts on
record, to instigate an investigation into her case, to
ensure that justice is done, or in the hopes of receiving
symbolical or material compensation. This meant that
the CSVR had to continuously adapt its support to the
issues of the day as defined by the victims themselves
(and sometimes by the national agenda). This created
a complex interplay between the survivors’ desire to
address their individual needs and what issues were
being prioritized by other members or by the society.

For example, participants’ initial reasons for
speaking out through Khulumani had little to do with
any expectation of receiving compensation. How-
ever, as the fact that most perpetrators would receive
amnesty sank in, restitution in the form of payment,
jobs or symbolic contributions such as gravestones,
became an important theme in the groups. The group
also enabled members to participate in community rit-
uals. Meeting at the time of “death anniversaries” of
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loved ones to share each other’s grief became a com-
mon practice. Throughout the process an important
motivation in being part of Khulumani concerned the
sense of community it imparted. Some women had
lost touch with the liberation movement and for them
Khulumani was a way of re-establishing contact and
showing their allegiance to the struggle. However,
other women who joined Khulumani had never been
highly politicized and they were therefore at first
strongly dependent on the organizational and activist
skills of professional staff and fieldworkers from the
CSVR.

In the post-TRC period, other forms of and mo-
tivations for “speaking out” have started to take
root. The groups have, for example, become informal
networks of sharing information on socioeconomic
survival issues such as job opportunities and income
generation projects. Khulumani has also been instru-
mental in establishing projects such as bread baking
and gardening. As Khulumani has grown as an institu-
tion, increasing amounts of energy have also gone into
debate on internal issues such as the proper ways to
structure and administer the organization—a far cry
from the original forms of “speaking out” that were
encouraged in the group. However, in ways similar to
ADMTI’s use of PhotoVoice in Guatemala, Khulumani
as an institution remains a symbol of unity and shared
pain while carving out a powerful social space for
women participants as they lobby for the government
to address their needs.

South African Transgressions: Whose
Voice and When?

Instead of simply providing spaces for people to
tell their stories, Khulumani has set up a complex and
constantly evolving new pattern of what may and may
not be said. Thus when questions such as “what do the
victims think?” or “how did Khulumani help them to
speak out?” are asked, the counter question should be
“when?” Although there are wide divergences among
survivors, one typical pattern would be as follows. Ini-
tially the feeling might be: “if we can find out the truth
we’d feel better”; later, “persecute the perpetrators”
(or, “we forgive”); later, “speaking out is not enough,
we want to see justice done”; and, still later, “maybe
if we get some compensation we will feel better” (or,
“you’re trying to buy us off”).

As significantly, it is widely accepted (TRC, 1998)
that Khulumani helped to shift the TRC’s discourse
and many of its practices from being “perpetrator
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centered” to being “victim centered.” This helped to
change the TRC, in the eyes of many, from primar-
ily a legal body granting amnesty to perpetrators, to
primarily a forum where survivors could make them-
selves heard. This was achieved not only because
Khulumani became widely respected as reflecting
the “authentic views” of survivors, but also because,
through the group, survivors learned to “speak out”
in a very different register from that initially envis-
aged when they were asked to “tell their stories.” The
group used the press at times to “speak out” and they
captured public and television space through organiz-
ing high-profile public demonstrations and marches;
public healing ceremonies were also held and a play
about their stories was developed which they took
back into communities and overseas. A formal sub-
mission was also made to the TRC by Khulumani and
the CSVR, outlining the needs of victims with regards
to reparations (CSVR & Khulumani Victim Support
Group, 1998).

The press release reproduced below put out by
Khulumani in October 1999 illustrates some of the
ways in which Khulumani “spoke out” (see Table I).
Not only is the release written in a formal English, re-
plete with legal and psychological catchphrases such
as “re-traumatization” and “in good faith” likely to be
taken up by the media, but the attached memorandum

Table I. Extract From Khulumani Press Release, October 1999
One Year Since the Truth and Reconciliation Commission Report
Where Are the Reparations?

On the 29th of October 1999 it will be one year since the TRC
released its final report. In its report the TRC made a range of
recommendations on reparations, we have been waiting for the
matter to be discussed in parliament so that the policy can be
expedited.

We have heard very little and have decided to take action!

The TRC has compromised our right to justice and to making civil
claims. In good faith we came forward and suffered the
re-traumatisation of exposing our wounds in public in the
understanding that this was necessary in order to be considered
for reparations. We now feel that we have been used in a cynical
process of political expediency. We are angry, frustrated and
disappointed by the lack of progress and transparency regarding
reparations. Survivors are suffering in poverty and the elderly are
dying without receiving the relief of the promised reparations. It
appears that our need for reparations is not being considered
seriously as we have attempted to set up contact with Ministry of
Justice on several occasions without success.

In order to draw the attention of the public and government to
our plight, we have decided to hold a meeting and march on 29
October 1999, the one-year anniversary of the release of the TRC
report.
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(not shown here) to the Minister of Justice, Penuell
Maduna, has the form of an official legal declaration

with headings such as “Noting that . . .,” “We acknowl-
edge that...,” “We demand that...,” and “In pursuit
of all these . ...” Khulumani’s success in speaking out

at this public and professional level (in addition to
being a forum where survivors can share their narra-
tives) resulted in the CSVR coming to be viewed with
a measure of respect but also with suspicion by some
involved with the TRC. Accusations were frequently
made that CSVR was “putting Khulumani up to it”
or that “CSVR is trying to speak on behalf of vic-
tims.” When Khulumani picketed the opening of the
TRC to protest the inadequate information about the
amnesty process, the third author of this article was
held personally responsible by one of the TRC’s most
senior figures.

CSVR staff sometimes edited Khulumani state-
ments on request. But, if anything, CSVR tended
to be more cautious in its approach, often advo-
cating that the group should seek clarification from
the TRC before taking confrontational steps. It is
also true that initially the boundaries between Khu-
lumani and CSVR were blurred, with some of CSVR’s
funds, for example, being raised on the express under-
standing that it would be used for Khulumani. How-
ever, the principle of completely independent funding
for the two organizations was soon established and
Khulumani has functioned as such for several years
now.

There were also occasions when CSVR bore the
brunt of criticism from Khulumani members, some-
times because CSVR was held responsible for the
shortcomings of the TRC. Over a period of time com-
munity psychologists at the CSVR have come to un-
derstand that as intermediaries part of their role is to
absorb anger from both sides. They have also come
to understand that the issues that concern people
keep changing as the post-apartheid historical pro-
cess unfolds. Visits to other countries and contact with
groups such as the “Mothers of the Disappeared” in
Argentina and Brazil have also helped to provide
a perspective on how such groups evolve over time
(Hamber, 1997).

The implied criticism in the questioning as to
whose voice speaks through documents such as thatin
Table I cannot be lightly dismissed, but should equally
notlead to political paralysis on the part of community
psychologists. Few of Khulumani’s individual mem-
bers would ever be in a position to express themselves
in the terms typically used in the media and in le-
gal worlds, but, having developed relationships with
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others who can, they can, and do, instruct them to pro-
duce documents operating in such registers and thus
enhance their own effectiveness on a broader national
scale.

LIBERATORY PRAXIS WITH
COMMUNITY-BASED GROUPS:
NARRATIVES OF SURVIVAL AND
RECONCILIATION

Despite significant differences the PAR projectin
Guatemala and the survivors network in South Africa
represent two efforts developed through collabora-
tions between community psychologists and local sur-
vivors who engage processes of reconciliation and
continuing resistance to unjust political, economic,
and cultural situations. Both projects emerged in the
context of shifting political situations and the ces-
sation of repressive attacks on civilians. The South
African work within the overall framework of the
TRC hoped to create contexts for public witness-
ing and performances that exposed the atrocities of
apartheid to the wider community. What was initiated
as a support network to accompany victims as they
“spoke out” developed in ways that also contributed
to the economic subsistence of its members. In the
case of Guatemala, a context wherein a revolutionary
process failed, the project operated outside of the “of-
ficial storytelling context” of the various truth com-
missions. A grassroots organization whose objectives
included developing an integrated approach to the
community’s development sought to use storytelling
and photography to recreate a process whereby com-
munity members could explore their differing expe-
riences of the past and work collaboratively to create
dialogue whereby future struggles could be engaged.

However, for our purposes, the most significant
similarity between Khulumani and PhotoVoice is the
fact that both groups were explicitly concerned with
self-representational practices in the aftermath of op-
pression. Even in naming themselves, the two groups
inscribed this representational focus into their core
group identities. In the case of Khulumani (“speak
out”) the name was initially chosen by a small group
and reflects the “survivor testimony” focus resulting
from their involvement with the TRC. It was enthu-
siastically embraced by those who later joined and
remains unproblematic even now that the group’s fo-
cus has broadened. In the case of PhotoVoice, the
name was borrowed from the methodological term
given to similar work previously done in China, but its
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methodological and descriptive roots were soon “for-
gotten” and in practice PhotoVoice became a proper
noun denoting the group and its activities. As we
have described above, however, this focus on repre-
sentation was not limited to the kinds of individual
storytelling typically associated with psychology, but
involved collective identity and collective representa-
tional practices (writing a book, sending out a press
release).

Interestingly, Khulumani and PhotoVoice each
also have encoded in their names the principle that
the kind of representational practice they are con-
cerned with goes beyond speaking about themselves
in a manner and register “natural” to their condi-
tion as historically oppressed groups. “Khulumani”
alludes specifically to speaking out, that is speaking
where there has been silence, while “PhotoVoice” is
suggestive of the appropriation of sophisticated new
technologies of communication heretofore not asso-
ciated with rural Mayan women. In thrusting personal
stories of suffering into public discourse, the women
of Khulumani in South Africa and of PhotoVoice in
Guatemala have converted private stories into public
speak with differing impacts for the storyteller and
the various contexts in which the story is told. In
each case formal and informal processes of remem-
bering and representation were used as resources for
mobilizing struggles for both personal survival and
structural change. In addition to having successfully
published the first photo essay that is both by Mayan
women and the story of their rural communities dur-
ing more than three decades of war and thereafter,
PhotoVoice and ADMI are the base for a growing
number of economic, educational, and psychosocial
assistance projects not only in Chajul but in its sur-
rounding villages, the most recent of which draws di-
rectly on the PhotoVoice experience (Lykes et al.,
1999; Women of ADMI & Lykes, 2000).

These community interventions are therefore
fundamentally transgressive practices and can only
occur in the dialectic generated through professional-
community collaborations such as those described
herein. They use the codes, recording and dissem-
ination technologies, and representational practices
appropriate to one stratum of society, that is, the
academic, urban, western, and global, and put them
to work in another, that is, “community,” rural, “in-
digenous,” and local. Transgression happens in both
directions—for example, academics bring in cameras
and ideas about the value of critical reflection and
democracy into a “community,” thereby perturbing
power relations in diverse ways, many not foreseeable
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prior to the intervention. Community-based repre-
sentational practices also then enter into a more
“global context” through academic papers or com-
munity authored books, perturbing power-relations
in that world.

As significantly, the local and gendered focus
on the survival of oneself and one’s children enters
the discourse of human rights in very material and
pragmatic ways. PhotoVoice emerged from a group
wherein education, health, and economic survival are
core concerns. Khulumani developed into an organi-
zation wherein women (and men) worked together
to initiate self-supporting economic projects. In both
contexts the local community is the site in which com-
munity consultants have labored alongside women
who were telling their stories and rebuilding their
lives. PhotoVoice and Khulumani illuminate the im-
portance of process in community work. Hope as
some might that truth commissions will “put the past
behind us” these local community interventions and
grassroots networking efforts exemplify ways in which
testimonies are refashioned over time and the contri-
butions of such retellings for reconciliation and ongo-
ing organizing for social change.

The community psychology practices described
herein are not without their pitfalls, some of which
have been alluded to in the discussions of each project.
In both examples community psychologists were out-
siders to the local communities who sought to respond
to the various impacts of state-sponsored violence. It
isnot possible to foresee the multiple consequences of
such collaborations/interventions and it is often hard
for any “outsider” to know where the lines between
community participants and community psychologists
merge. As mentioned above, the CSVR was, at times,
accused of “speaking for” Khulumani. In a similar, but
less public vein, once they saw the quality of the pho-
tographs and the level of analysis achieved by a group
of informally educated rural women, supporters of the
Guatemalan collaboration queried as to “who was
really doing this work.” Such experiences highlight
the role of the community psychologist in mediating
between the groups with which they work and the
ways the wider society tries to deal with (sometimes
through blaming) the stories which communities can
thrust into the public realm.

Conscious of the ways in which academics, pro-
fessionals, and the privileged classes in general have
in the past taken it upon themselves to speak for and
on behalf of the oppressed, it is now a commonplace
in most academic disciplines involved with commu-
nity work to stress the importance of unmediated
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community voices. Community psychology is no ex-
ception to this tendency. However, voices are, of
course, always already mediated—speaking through
layers of language and by means of technologies that
are cultural products and not natural givens. In the
twentieth century we have seen the development of
highly sophisticated theories of the mediated nature
of language such as the post-structuralist work of Fou-
cault and Derrida, together with the rise of a media
saturated global society where even the most local
and “spontaneous” speech issues from the pervasive
postindustrial culture. Similarly, community psychol-
ogists have been engaged in the development of so-
phisticated applied approaches to engagement with
those who have been marginalized by the economic
and political system. These approaches (which in-
clude neo-Marxist work on the role of intellectuals,
Freire’s “pedagogy of the oppressed,” and much femi-
nist work) neither romanticize marginalization nor at-
tempt to unilaterally “rescue” communities, but work
with the productive tensions that arise when disparate
groups unite behind a common cause.

In this paper we have not attempted to review this
work at a theoretical level, but to illustrate some of the
complexities that arise when academics engage with
communities and together develop novel processes of
self-representation. Our hope is that our account will
serve as a corrective to overly purist and naive ideas
sometimes found in the community psychology liter-
ature regarding the possibilities of “giving voice” to
or empowering the marginalized and the disenfran-
chised, while at the same time celebrating basic com-
munity psychology principles of respectful engage-
ment and participatory action. These transgressive,
collaborative processes shift the voices of both pro-
fessionals and community participants and discourse
shifts. As community psychologists committed to a lib-
eratory practice we operate not only within the local
community but also in the realm of representational
politics.
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