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Preface

Paraphrasing Descartes, we may say that one method is to take the reader into your 
 confidence by explaining to him how you arrived at your discovery; the other is to bully 
him into accepting a conclusion by parading a series of propositions which he must accept 
and which lead to it. The first method allows the reader to re-think your own thoughts in 
their natural order. It is an autobiographical style. Writing in this style, you include, not 
what you had for breakfast on the day of your discovery, but any significant consideration 
which helped you arrive at your idea. In particular, you say what your aim was – what 
problems you were trying to solve and what you hoped from a solution of them. The other 
style suppresses all this. It is didactic and intimidating.

J.W.N. Watkins, Confession is Good for Ideas
(Watkins, 1963, pp. 667–668)

I began writing this book over 12 years ago. It was started in the midst of the South 
African Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC). It is an exploration of what 
I have learned from the process. During the TRC, I was working at the Centre for 
the Study of Violence and Reconciliation (CSVR) in South Africa, primarily with 
people who testified before the Commission, but also on a range of research and 
policy initiatives in the area that is now called ‘transitional justice’.

I have written about the TRC process extensively. I have, however, resisted com-
piling my publications into yet another book on the South African TRC because I 
and others have said so much; the process is fairly well documented. However, over 
the last few years, I have come to the realisation that the role of mental health in the 
process – and, more broadly, the role of mental health workers in transitional justice 
– remains under-emphasised. There is much mention of survivors of violence and 
processes of healing in transitional justice but most of this is still based on assump-
tions or political rhetoric. This book tackles these issues not only for mental health 
workers but also, hopefully, for transitional justice practitioners and theoreticians, 
as well, so that they have a wider base from which to work.

I struggled with how to present this book. First, I knew I could only write it from 
my perspective and locate it in my experience of the South African process and 
other societies in transition where I have worked, most notably Northern Ireland, 
where I currently live. I have opted to use my own experience in the book, as well 
as my research and that of others, to demonstrate how I came to certain theoretical 
conclusions about mental health and its place in transitional justice. I hope through 
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doing this it will allow the reader, in the spirit of the quote I opened this preface 
with, to re-think with me the struggles transitional societies present in terms of 
mental health, and through this reveal new theoretical and practical insights. 
I explain exactly how I approached this methodologically in Chap. 1.

My second challenge concerned the interdisciplinary nature of my work. Over 
the years, I have leaned on theoretical approaches from numerous schools of 
thought and integrated these. Inter-disciplinarity has become second nature to me. 
However, this approach risks being ‘fated to be perceived through the categories 
which it seeks to transcend, and to appear contradictory or eclectic except when for-
cibly reduced to one or the other alternative’ (Richard Nice, Translator’s Foreword 
in Bourdieu, 2007, p. viii). Those risks aside, I remain convinced that one has to 
use all at one’s disposal when dealing with complex social phenomena. I hope the 
risk will be worthwhile and that the book will bring to life the notion in liberation 
psychology that social problems require methodological pragmatism (Burton & 
Kagan, 2005).

The first half of the book focuses on how my work in the area of transitional 
justice developed. It lays the foundation for the conclusions I come to about mental 
health and transitional societies in later chapters. I focus specifically on how the 
TRC dealt with mental health issues and wider questions concerning the  political 
use of victimhood. The second half of the book consists of chapters built and 
expanded upon from some of my earlier work. The chapters cover topics such 
as reparations, justice, truth and reconciliation. I also give some attention to the 
problems with the embryonic human rights culture in South Africa today. The 
book concludes by specifically looking at the role of mental health workers in 
transitional societies.

This book is concerned with the psychology of dealing with mass political 
violence. This is elucidated, in part, by the story of my intellectual paradigm shift 
and how I have come to understand mental health and transitional justice, and its 
place in society. Primarily, however, this book is about survivors of violence and 
their struggles and, especially, how the individual process (micro) of coming to 
terms with mass atrocity relates to the collective or political process (macro) of 
dealing with the past. It moves from the premise that how we deal with the impact 
of political violence cannot be divorced from the social context. I will show that 
for many survivors of extreme political traumatisation, healing is directly related to 
the interdependent concepts of truth, justice and reparations, as well as their own 
attempts to shape society. I hope that this wider approach to mental health will give 
rise to some useful re-thinking for both mental health practitioners and transitional 
justice practitioners.

This book, as mentioned, was over 12 years in the making; for this reason, I have 
many people to thank. I am deeply indebted to my friends and colleagues at the 
CSVR, not only those with whom I worked on a day-to-day basis but also all those 
who shaped the development of my work over the years. I wish I could mention all 
the staff, but such a list would be lengthy – so thank you.

Specifically, though, I would like to thank Graeme Simpson, previous director 
of the CSVR, who has always been an inspiration, mentor, collaborator and friend, 
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I would particularly like to express gratitude to Tlhoki Mofokeng, Polly Dewhirst, 
Paul van Zyl, Traggy Maepa, Dineo Nageng, Hugo van der Merwe, Gill Eagle, 
Martin Terre Blanche, Sean O’Leary, Ashley Green-Thompson, Brinton Lykes, 
Melvyn Freeman, Priscilla Hayner, Lloyd Vogelman and Gareth Newham for their 
contributions to my work in many different ways.

My work would not have been possible without all those who worked directly 
in my department at CSVR at various moments in time. I am most grateful to 
the efforts of Naseera Ali, Jens Meierhenrich, Gabriel O’Malley, Nike Durczak, 
Carnita Ernest, Mpho Leseka, Phumeza Mafani, Jeffrey Ndumo, Sibusiso Ntuli, 
Lazarus Kgalema, Najwa Davids, Lauren Segal, Andie Miller, Rosey Seseng, 
Sipihwe Masuku, Tanya Goodman, Mzi Lwandle Memeza, Mashenka Barlag, 
Maria Saino, Mokomane Mekgoe, Nomusa Nkambule, Serame Masitha, Chrissie 
Hart, Cyril Adonis, Anna Crawford-Pinnerup, Duncan McPherson, Talha Syed, 
Simon Kimani and the late Xoliswa Ntintili.

Acknowledgement needs to be extended to the Rockefeller Resident Fellowship 
Program and Monica Lucia Rique Fernandes, Paulo Mesquita and all the staff and 
friends at the Núcleo De Estudos da Viôlencia (Centre for the Study of Violence) 
in São Paulo, Brazil, for their assistance and warmth during my stay in Brazil. 
I would also like to thank Miranda Collet for her translation during interviews. 
Thanks as well to the University of Ulster and the American Ireland Fund that 
supported my Tip O’Neill Fellowship nearly ten years ago; it got this (very slow) 
ball rolling.

There are also a range of people at the TRC, some Truth Commissioners and 
staff, and a host of South African and international researchers, donors and friends, 
who have influenced my work. I cannot list you all, and I hope you will recognise 
your contributions in my work when you read this book.

I am specifically grateful to Richard A. Wilson, Thulani Grenville-Grey, 
Wilhelm Verwoerd, Piers Pigou, David Becker, Gráinne Kelly, Kate Turner, and 
David Backer and for their sharp insights and collaborations over the years. Thanks 
also to Alan McBride for allowing me to use part of his story and being someone 
who constantly reminds me of what is possible. I also appreciate the insightful 
comments by David Backer on Chap. 7. Several of the chapters are also extensions 
of chapters that were first edited by others, notably Tristan Borer, Bill Rolston, 
Jon Miller, Rahul Kumar, and Pablo de Grieff – thank you. I mention Pablo spe-
cifically, because collaborating with him over the last few years on the reparations 
project with the International Centre for Transitional Justice has profoundly shaped 
my thinking in the area of reparations.

Also, my gratitude to Dominic Bryan, Gillian Robinson, Mari Fitzduff, Ken 
Logue and Robin Wilson, who all assisted in the seamless continuation of my work 
in Northern Ireland. I am grateful for the superb editing skills (and content sugges-
tions) of Barbara English. I cannot thank you enough. I would also like to thank 
Julitta Clancy for assistance in indexing. I am sincerely appreciative of the support 
of Ed Cairns. I thank him for his continuing support and for pushing me to publish 
this book. I profoundly value your contribution, Ed.
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I also owe a very sincere thank you to all the staff at the Khulumani Support 
Group. You are responsible for changing my life in many ways. I am particu-
larly indebted to Marjorie Jobson, Ntombi Mosikare, Maggie Friedman, Mavis 
Khumalo, Shirley Gunn, Thandi Shezi, Alegria Nyoka, Catherine Mlangeni, Rudy 
Mphela and the late Sylvia Dlomo-Jele and Duma Khumalo. I acknowledge the 
contribution you all made, and that of all your fellow group members. I hope I gave 
enough in return for what you were able to give me, and I hope this book helps your 
plight in some small way.

My colleagues at INCORE at the University of Ulster also deserve a mention 
for their patience and a special thank you to Gillian Robinson for giving me time 
to complete this work. I thank the Transitional Justice Institute at the University of 
Ulster for assisting with editing costs, and the staff for their work on transitional 
justice issues. I also recognise the support of Atlantic Philanthropies whose assist-
ance helped my transition to Northern Ireland and research work on victim issues, 
as well as the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) for supporting the 
Gender and Security project that informed my comments in the book on gender 
and masculinity.

I thank Dan Christie for his excellent editorial comments, encouragement, sug-
gestions, assistance and patience. I am also grateful for the support of George, 
Aileen and Roisin McLaughlin. I am indebted to my wife, Helen McLaughlin, for 
her unwavering love and support, as well as tireless proof reading and encourage-
ment. I also want to mention our son James. My sincere hope is that this book, 
somehow, makes a difference to the world he grows up in. Finally, thanks go to my 
parents and family who, in numerous ways, made this all possible.

Brandon Hamber
March 2009
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