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SUMMARY

A GROUP OF BLACK SOUTH AFRICANS’ EXPERIENCE OF TELLING
THEIR UNTOLD STORIES ABOUT THE APARTHEID ERA

Key words: Untold / Alternative Stories / Narratives, Apartheid

The aim of this research was to explore a group of black South Africans’ experiences
of telling their untold stories of survival about the apartheid era. The expectation was
that if they did become more aware of these alternative stonies, it ¢could have a far-
reaching effect on their lives. Research indicates that when attention is given to these
narratives they may be a power{ul tool in not only recovering the story but also in
focusing on the survivors’ own consciousness and growth, C onsequently personal
meaning may be elicited by focusing on memories, and that which can be narrated
afterwards. This may mecan that by shanng these narratives the narrator may be
enabled to construct a happier future via a positive rather than dissociative perspective
simultaneously supplying the researcher with multifaccted data. A qualitative study
was conducted with a group of seven black South African survivors of the apartheid
era, ranging in age from 42 — 62 years. These participants formed part of an earlier
study of Van der Merwe (2005) investigating their perceptions regarding factors that
helped them to survive the apartheid era. For the present study, unstructured
interviews were conducted focusing on their subjective experiences after the initial
study. Analysis of the data yielded seven prevalent themes namely, a positive
experience that made a difference, gaining of a positive attitude, not all white people
are bad, transcending the past and moving on, awareness of personal strengths,

forgiveness and starting to talk to family and foends. Recommendations are made

concerming future research.
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OPSOMMING

‘N GROEP SWART SUID-AFRIKANERS SE ERVARING BETREFFENDE
DIE VERTELLING VAN HULLE ONVERTELDE STORIES AANGAANDE
DIE APARTHEIDSERA

Sleutelwoorde: Onvertclde / Allernatiewe stories / Narratiewe, Apartheidsera

Die doel van hicrdie navorsing was om ‘n groep swart Suid-Afrikaners se ervaring
betreffende dic vertelling van hulle onvertelde stories aangaande die apartheidsera te
ondersock. Daar is verwag dat hulle bewuswording oor hulle alternattewe stories ‘n
verreikende effek op hulle lewens sou hé. Vroeére navorsing het bewys dat aandag
aan hierdie tipe narratiewe nie net tot ‘n herlewing van die gebeure lei nie, maar ook
tot bewustheid en groei by die verteller. Hierdie tegniek bewerkstellig dus herroeping
van gebeure en ‘n verskuiwing van fokus na persoonlike betekenis. Gevolglik kan
persoonlike betekenis ontdek word deur die klem na herinneringe e verskuif,
Wanneer die verteller sy/haar verhale meedeel, bied dit nie net vir die navorser ‘n wye
verskeidenheid data nie, maar bied dit ook aan die verteller die geleentheid om *n
gelukkiger toekoms deur middel van positiewe eerder as dissosiaticwe perspektiewe
te vind. Die belewenis van sewe swart Suid-Afnikaanse wat dic apartheidsera
deurlecf het en wat tussen die ouderdomme van 42 en 62 jaar 15, 1s deur middel van ‘n
kwalitatiewe s tudie ondersoek. Hierdie d eelnemers het vroeér deel gevorm van 'n
ondersoek van Van der Merwe (2005) na hulle persepsies rakende {aklore wat hulle
gehelp het om die apartheisera te oorleef. Vir die huidige studie is daar van

ongestruktureerde onderhoude pebruik gemaak om dic subjektiewe belewenisse van

die deelnemers te ondersoek. Data-analise het sewe prominente temas uitgelig

naamlik, positiewe belewenis wat ‘n verskil gemaak het, die daarstelling van ‘n
positiewe houding, nie alle wit mense is sleg nic, verwerking van die verlede en
motivering om aan te gaan, bewustheid van persoonlike sterkle, vergifnes en
inisiéring van gesprekke met familic e¢n vriende. Voorstelle vir toekomstige
navorsing is gemaak.
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ABSTRACT

The aim of this research was to explore a group of black South Africans’ cxpericnces
of telling their untold stories of survival about the apartheid cra. The expectation was
that if they did become more aware of these alternative stories, it could have a far-
reaching ¢ffect on their lives. A qualitative s tudy was c onducted witha group of
seven black South African survivors of the apartheid eva, ranging in age from 42 62
years.  These participants formed part of an carlier siudy investigating their
perceptions regarding {actors that helped them to survive the apartheid cra. TFor the
present s tudy, unstructured interviews were conducted focusing on their subjective
experiences after the initial study. Analysis of the data yielded seven prevalent
themics, namely a positive e xperience that made a difference, gaining of a positive
attitude, not all white people are bad, transgressing the past and moving on, awarcness
of personal strengths, forgivencss and starting to talk to family and friends.

Recommendations were made concerning future research.



‘The Afrikaans term apartheid, meaning “apartness” or “separatencss”, was used by
the National Party, which ruled South Africa from 1948-1994, to mask the oppressive
elements ol its policics and practices (Bathish & Lowstedt, 1999). This period
became known as the apattheid cra in South Africa and was characterised by a policy
ol physical repressive, economically cxploitative and ideologically racist or cthnic
segregation. During this period the white minority-led government ruled the so-called
non-white and non-black peopic with a set of Icgalised statutes ( Lester, 1 996) that
translated into underdevelopment in areas where black people lived, detention without
trial when opposing apartheid legislation, and so forth, In response 1o the then status
guo several resistance groups formed and acted against the oppressive rule, resulting
in a pattern of physical violence. This politically driven cycle of violence was
brought to an end when the policy o f apartheid was abolished in 1994 as the first
democratically cleeted government came into power (Facts on File News Service,
1997).

Iowever, at this time South Africa stood divided, as apartheid did not only
result in a physical violence against people, but was an ntrusive structure which
pervaded all areas of life (Bathish & Lowstedt, 1999), such as where pcople could live
and work, whom they could marry, the use of public amenities and so forth. Field
(1999) states that some of the primary “costs’” of the apartheid era were not “material”
but rather incalculable and interwoven cmotional costs, such as pain and loss suftered
by the majority of South Africans.

In an attempt to address some of this pain and loss, as well as to ease the
iransformation process, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TR was
established (Field, 1999). The TRC was constitutionally founded in 1995 and
officially started functioning on Reconcibiation Day on December 16, 1995 and
activities were suspended on 28 October 1998 (Jordaan & Jordaan in Van der Merwe,
2005; Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 2003).

The Commission was designed to bring into the public domain the violations
of human rights from 1960-1994, the most violent phase of the apartheid era. Tobias
(1999} describes this process by stating that the TRC, to a large extent, was an attempt
to tell a story about South Africa’s most recent past. By telling this story the hope
was that reconciliation, nation building and healing would be facilitated (Ficld, 1999,
Thus, the TRC sought to construct a larger narrative out of scparate narratives

presented before its hearings. The hope was to assemble a broad sense of shared truth



from a body of truths and half-truths - after careful comparison, analysis and
investigation - conscquently resulting in the basis for unity out of a past of division
and conflict. Nelson Mandela summarised this when he said “Onty by knowing the
truth can we hope to heal the terrible wounds of the past that are the legacy of
apartheid. Only the truth can put the past to rest” (Time, 1998),

In order to attain the above, the TRC adopted a three-pbase approach. The
first phase nvolved the hearings where victims and perpetrators had the opportunity
to sharc their storics, The second phase dealt with the attempt to understand
individual and institutional motives as well as inquiries into the context and caunses of
violations. The last phase involved providing reconmumendations regarding the
prevention of future violations as well as reparations and amnesly (Truth and
Reconciliation Commission, 2003).

However, Field (1999) had his reservations that the struggle for emotional
closure for individuals and communities may so swiftly be attained and stated that this
process will probably be long-term and cross-generational tn the making. He purports
that how people remember and speak about the past — telling of cvents - will bring to
light their own roles and feelings thercof in the past and how it influences the present.
¥ield’s opinion supports Bruner’'s {1988) view that narratives are used to describe a
varicty of ways humans perform the "telling of events.” Angrosino, in Overcash
(2003), defines namrative in a broad sense as a discourse that may or may not be linear
in time and place; it may not ¢ven be constructed in the form of a plot as ina story.

Conversely, Carr (2004) suggests that narrative is not merely a way of
describing cvents, but is a part of the events. The retelling merges events with reality,
howcver "truc" or "accurate" thcy may be. Narrative accounts detail unique
expertences and perceptions pertaining to vartous aspects of humanity and culture
(Steffen, 1997). Therefore, the definition used in this study in terms of narrative is
that narrative, the telling of cvents, can provide insight to “tellers” on their human
interaction, social moral conduct, perceived role responsibilitics, and other
perspectives integrated into their day-to-day living,

White and Epston (1990) have referred to these “day-to-day living” narratives
as dominant storics. According to White (1995), a dominant story that has been
reinforced by one's culture and thereby intemalised is a habitual pattern of construing
a situation or issue. Venter (1998) is of the opinion that dominant narratives direct

and shape a person’s life because people select from their life cxpericnces those



events that it into the dominant narratives that others and they have about themselves,
These dominant narratives are then used to interpret further lifc experiences. Thus, it
is a process that starts with remembering the past, positive and/or ncgative aspects,
and then incorporating thesc memories into the present.  This process of
remembering, especially positive aspects, is closely linked to ‘Psycholortology’
(Wissing & Van Tcden, 2002) or ‘Positive Psychology’® (Seligman &
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000) which cmphasises psychological strenpths,

Bhuvaneswar and Shaver (2004) support the abave when stating that attention
1o these narratives may be a powerful tool in not only recovering the story but also in
focusing on the survivors’ own c onsciousness and growth, Consequently personal
meaning may be elicited by focusing on memorics, what they can narrate afterwards.
The teiling o { these narratives may, for ¢ xample, enable the teller to connect with
those who hear the story, 10 become {ree of the abusers, to be re-made into “story™, to
be able to assemble the fragments ol family, identity, love and belonging into a
cohercnt and sustaining whole. In short, this may mcan that by sharing these
narratives the narrator may be enabled to construct a happicr future via a positive
rather than dissociative perspective simultancously supplying the rescarcher with
multifaceted data.

Cormrespondingly, Coleman in Field (1999), states that memory is much more
than recall of past stimuli. It involves ecmolion, will and creativity in the
reconstruction of the past to serve present needs. The question arises as to what
happens if an individual or group feels a lack of adequate opportunity to share the
stories? According to Van der Merwe and Kgalema (1998) participants in the TRC
process often cxpressed the wish for the Comimission to return Lo their arca, alter
hearings, for several reasons but in particular that they felt they had insuflicient
opportunity to e xpress their feelings for the full story to be told. Williams (1999)
adds that the TRC created the iflusion of having the “voiccless” tell their own
“authentic” stortes, but that the “voiceless™ had to adhere to whal was media fricndly.
In other words which stories “sold” the best.

Several other authors ( Bozzoli, [998; Harris, 1998; Leggassick & Minkley,
1997) are also of the opinion that due to time, financial, and political constraints
scveral South African citizens may not have had sufficient opportunity to share their
dominant life stories. It can be hypothesised that the lives of many of the black adults

who experienced the apartheid years might have been shaped by the dominant storics



of hardship and that the alternative stories of survival did not play an important role in
the shaping of their lives.

Reeently a study was conducted by Van der Merwe (2005) w address the
following rescarch question: “What arc the untold stories of a group of black adults
who survived the apartheid years?” The current researcher became interested in the
Van der Mernwe study afier conversations with Van der Merwe'’s sludy supervisor.
The question raised was whether the selected group of black adulis, afler sharing their
altermative stories of survival with Van der Merwe, would in fact become more aware
of their alternative life stories; their scripts as it were. Warner in Field (1999:4),
describes this as follows: “At the corc of the struggle for home [becoming aware of
alternative life stories] lies the struggle for the way the story of place 1s told. Between
what is remembered and what is forgotten, the self takes its bearings home. The
guestion is no longer who is to guard the guardians, but who is to tell the story? Who
can bear witness?" The main research question for this study then is: what are the
experiences of a group of black South Africans telling of their untold stortes about the
apartheid era?

‘The motivation for this research was that the data that might be clicited could
lead to further rescarch and the possible planning of programmies to help people that
experienced atrocities during the apartheid cra to mcorporate their alternative stories
of survival with their dominant storics of suffering.  Furthermore, the data from this

study could be used to assist, not only these individuals, but any others who have

experienced ongoing trauma.
RESEARCH

AIM

The aim of the rescarch was to explore a group of black South Africans’ experience of

Lelling their untold stories about the apartheid era,

DESIGN
A qualitative research design was used. According to Neuman (2000) the emphasis in
qualitative research is on the detailed examination of cases that arise in the natural

course of social life. This type of examination usually resnlts in presenting authentic



interpretations that are sensitive to specific socio-historical contexts. Thus it enables
the researcher to consider various variables and hypotheses when exploring social life
cases sensitive Lo s pecific s ocio-historical c ontexts. A ccording to Lieblich, 1" uval-
Mashiach and Zilber (1998) from a social, cultural or ethnic point of view, these
soctal gproups f{requently are discriminated-against minoritics, whosc narratives
express their unheard voices. Thus, researchers vse narrative analysis in the belief
that narratives generaic data that arc not accessible by more traditional methods and
may cven reveal themes inconccivable by the researcher (Hoyle, Harris & Judd,
2002).

Additionally Bhuvancswar and Shaver (2004) statc that narratives by
survivors of human atrocitics offer compelling entries into the experience of such
violence as well as the cffects thereof on the health and general functioning of these
SUTVivVOrs,

Howcver, the telling of narratives implies the usc of some form of language.
Freedman and Combs (1996) state that the narvative approach fulls within the Post-
modernistic framework 1mplying a focus on how the language uscd ¢ onstitutes the
world and beliefs of the user, t.¢. the language used by societies to ¢ onstruct (heir
views of reality. Thus, in p ost-inodemistic terms the only worlds that pcople can
know arc the worlds they share in language, and language is an interactive process,

not a passive receiving of pre-existing truths {Van der Merwe, 2005).

PARTICIPANTS

The participants consisted of personnel and students of the North-West University
{Potchefstroom campus), the Western College (Randfontein cammpus) and members of
The South African Women’s Federation. The same sample group as in the Van der
Merwe (2005) study was used, as this was a follow-up study. ‘The participants were
informed during the Van der Merwe (2005) study that a follow-up study would be
conducted approximately one month after his study. Seven of the nine participants in
the Van der Merwe (2005) study were available for the present study, 5 males and 2
fcmales. Unstructured interviews were conducted and recorded with six of the
participants while the seventh participant, because of practical reasons, wrote down
his experiences. Six of the participants spoke English and one spoke Afrikaans as a

second language. The Afrikaans quotes used in this study were frecly translated with



the original Afrikaans quote in block brackets immediately following the translated
version. The participants ranged in age from forty-two years to sixty-lwo years,
Josselson and Lieblich (2005) claim that the narrative approach in psychotogy
affords the rescarcher and participants the opportunity to be more “personally”
present during the research process, allowing for the process, presentation and
findings of the research project to be more holistic in nature. As a result of the above,
basic information concerning cach participant i1s provided under pscudonyms to
ensure anonymity. For the sake of continuity the same pseudonyms as used in the

Van der Merwe (2005) study will be used in this study. The following is a short

description of the participants.

Lionel is a (ifty-three-year-old Christian pastor who also works in finance
{(debt collcction). He i1s married and has two children, He joined the South African
Student Organisation (SASO) during his high school years, He deseribes himscif as
someone with high moral standards and being opposed to violence. As a result he
chose to never actively resist the apartheid regime.  He states that he restgned from
both SASO and the church when he felt that these organisations became too violent,
However, he mentioned that scveral of his friends were involved and died durnng the
struggle.  He states that he continuously prays for the betterment ol people and
situations.

George is forty-cight, the chief executive officer of a company, 15 married and
has five children. He also describes himself as a Christian, His education includes a
National Diploma in Human Resource Management, At the age of {ive he lost both
his parents and immediately after the funeral was placed with his two stblings at their
maternal grandparents for carc.  His memories conceming the apartheid vears
included a trocious w orking ¢ onditions as a gardener for a white family, where the
family pet dog was allowed to eat in the kitchen but his food was thrown at him
through the back door. He also described a medical examination before he could start
working in 1976 where he was humiliated by stripping down naked and his genitals
being manhandled in the company of men old ¢nough to be his father.

Matthew is [ifty-five, married, has onc child and is a pastor with a diploma in
Theology. FHc is employed as a clergyman in the Christian religion. He was the only
one of the parlicipants actively involved in the uprising since 1976 unti! 1994, He

describes scveral arrests for transgressions against the then laws such as not carrying



his identification documents (“dompas™). He claims that his lifc changed when he
realiscd that he could not function on hatred any longer and decided to “give his life
to God”. tle describes how his hatred then was tumed into love. During the TRC
hearings held in his area he transported people to and fro. Fe is sulb actively involved
in the community and expresses the wish that more people would get involved with
the youth and with the rehabilitation and reintegration of newly reteased prisoners,

Andre is forty-cight, marred, has two children and is a campus manager. His
tertiary cducation includes a B.Ed. degree. He also described himself as a Christian.
He described frequent raids by the security police, Tlowever, he states that his prayers
were answered and that things did change in the country as his children have the
opportunity now to freely grow up and make up their own minds.

Marge ts a sixty-two-year old Afrikaans speaking female. She is married, has
thrce children and two grandchildren.  She describes herself as a Christian.  She is
currently cmployed as a general assistant but cxpresses the wish to retire soon and
move 1o her family in the Western Cape. She deseribes a childhood growing up in the
rural arcas of Somersct East and states that due to their poverty she hardly noticed the
turbulent political times. She deseribed the “separateness”™ of that time, black and
white children playing apart and the separate toilets, a state she simply accepted as her
struggle for survival was more prominent.

Simon is fifty-six, marricd, has two children and refers to limself as a
Christian. He worked in student support at the time of the study. ifc has a Bachelor
of Arts in Social Sciences and a Master’s Diploma (M-Tec) tn Human Resources
Managcement. He described the important role education played in the shaping of his
life, He was involved in the resistance as a student and still blames the previous
regime for his father's death after they had been forcefully rclocated. He is a very
proud father but states that he fears that the past atrocities may occur again if the new
generations do not fean {rom the past.

Mury is forty-two and currently employed as a social worker, She is proud of
her Bahurutshe culture cspecially the social aspects theveof. She described herself as
being unaware of aparthcid until a visit to her mother in Johannesburg where an
Afrikaans speaking family employed her mother. She reports that the lady of the
housc gave her a hiding during this visit for speaking English. This cxperience still
haunted her at the time of the initial study as she stated that she sometimes still felt

that Afrikaans speaking pcople were “out to get her”. After 1994 she directed her



energies towards the drawing up of policics to govern the work of the child and

female care in social services,

THIE RESEARCHER

The researcher is a second year Masters Clinical Psychology student currently in
internship, interested in Narmative Therapy and Psychofortology, in parlicular how
these constructs manifest in a group setting.  The data that might be elicited could lead
to further research and the planning of programmcs to help people that experienced
atrocitics during the apartheid cra to incorporalte their untold stories of survival with
their dominant stories of suffering. Furthcrmore, the data from this study could be

uscd to assist not only these individuals but any others who have expericnced ongoing

{rauma.

METHOD OF GATHERING INFORMATION

The main question that was asked during cach interview was “low did you
experience the opportunity you had to talk about your storics of survival with Emst
Van der Mcrwe?” The interviews were audio-taped to ensure that the information
provided could be accurately reproduccd and notes were also taken lor additional
information, such as tearfulness and tone of voice (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998; Gubrium
& llolstein, 2002; Rossouw, 2003). The interviews were conducted in the
participants’ offices. The data obtained in the interviews were then analysed and

interpreted as indicated in the subsequent scetion.

ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION OF DATA
Data collected during the interviews were qualitatively analysed using McMillan and
Schumacher’s analytical process (Lecdy, 1997). Data were grouped into as many

categorics as possible. Specific themes were then identified and analysed.

Strategies that were implemented in an attempt to enhance the trustworthiness
of the data gathering and interpretation process included: the prior identification of
potentially cultural insensitive perspectives the rescarcher may have by means of
reflective discussions; the usc of a skilled and traincd rescarcher in especially
listening and reflective skills; grounding interpretations in literature and d escribing
the findings in a rich and detailed manner (Breakwell, 1990; Wilkinson, 2004); the

interview sessions were audio-taped and transcribed; personal experiences in the form



of notes were made after each session; the transcribed mterviews were read and

verilied by the supervisors.

ETHICAL ASPECTS

‘This study was part of a larger research project for which approval was obtained from
the ethics committee of the North-West University,  Participants were informed that
participation in the study was voluntary and they had the option not 1o participate, or
il they participated, that the interview could be stopped at any point if they so wished.
During the Van der Merwe (2005) study participants were asked to sign consent
forms for participation in his and the follow-up study, including perntission for the
rescarch findings to be published anonymously by using pseudonyms. To ensure that
cthical aspects were adhered to, information about the rvescarch was given to the

participants as well as confirmation that confidentiality would be preserved.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Initially most of the participants with the exception of 3 were rather apprehensive
about the process. Concerns voiced were a fear that the same work was heing donc as
during the Van der Mcrwe (2005) study, that the current researcher was checking up
on the work Van der Mcrwe had done, that the data gathered may he used against
them, a fecar of re-visiting the past again and what might happen with the data they
provided.

Once thesc fears had been addressed the participants were more than willing to
join in the research although they were still somewhat apprehensive as to how they
might feel afterwards. Three of the participants repeatedly mentioned during the start
of their interviews that they did not want to talk about the past anymore as they felt
that they had dealt with it and expressed the wish to now simply camry on with their
lives, These three participants did become more relaxed as the process progressed
and supplied some of the richest information. All the participants, however, did
indicate that they became awarc of their altemmative stories of survival after the Van
der Merwe study and how these had started to shape their lives since then, As one of
the participants put it: “I feel that if onc tatks you get an clement of treatment.”

During the interviews it was initially difficult to keep the participants focuscd

on the main question asked, Many of the participants seemed almost compelled to re-
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tell their stories and then to link this 1o how they became aware of their aliernative
stories.  Thus, it was decided to allow the participants to re-tell their stones of
suffering before redirecting them to the acwal question.

Based on the participants’ responses seven prevalent themes emerged during
the current study. These included a positive cxperience that made a difference,
vaining of a positive attitude, not all white people are bad, transcending the past and
moving on, awarencss of personal strengths, forgiveness and starting to talk to family
and friends. flowever, these themes have many common characteristics, complicating
the separate discussion of each. Thus, while discussing the themes it i1s important to

bear in mind that some repetition of data may occur,

A POSITIVE EXPERIENCE THAT MADE A DIFFERENCE

Al the participants indicated that they experienced the Van der Merwe study as
positive, an cexperience that made a difference ...t was a very tremendous
experience which made me think....” Closer examination as to what they nicant with
“difference”™ indicated that they were of the opimion that the experience changed them
on several fevels such as the way in which they view, think and feel about themselves,
others, their friends and {family members and the world.

Some of the participants indicated that they had a somewhat bleak outlook
about the apartheid cra, cspecially the role they played during those ycars. Only one
member was actively involved in the armed struggle and the others indicated that they
felt that they could have done more during those years than to “simply survive”. One
participant indicated that he was “...thrown in the deep end....” when the previous
government procured his father's asscts resulting in his father sultering a stroke and
him betng forced Lo leave school and start surviving on his own. This participant put
itin the following way: “I felt like maybe (hings became clear aller the talking., Ok, a
positive attitude became clear for me afterwards. The conversation just triggered
thoughts of the past and made me think afterwards.” The realisation that he did the
best he could, piven the circumstances, was a freeing experience for this participant.
Another participant recapped this change in view of the self, after sharing his story, in
the following words: “I forgot how strong 1 am but that the past can eat that
stronpness up."”

Several of the participants indicated that they not only viewed white people

differently afler the Van der Merwe study but also felt differently about them. Some

11



of the remarks made inciuded: “But to my surprisc [ realised that not all white people
are bad.” and "I remembered the bad things whites did 10 mc since I was a boy. 1
didn’t want to talk to you today, I thought now what do this white man want again,
I'm glad I did now realise that not all white people are bad.™ One participant, in
particular, summartsed the cognitive and emotional shift she had to make in order to
he able to overcome her hiased feclings and heliefs towards white people when she
stated: “[ realised that I"'m wasting my strength worrying about the whites and that
they arc no longer out to get me ... [ now work for all the people 1 serve and
remember my sirenpths.”

During the Van der Merwe stmdy the participants indicated that family played
an important role in thewr survival. The impression ercated by the participants was
one of an almost reverence for the family, its influence and support. Several of the
participants in the current study indicated that nol only were they reminded of this
tmporlant role but also became newly aware of the strengths they have in inllueneing
this sub-system. One participant put it as follows: "I slarted talking to my family and
fricnds aboul past but also about good from then....needed to tell them that I'm not so
angry al white people anymore.  We all have troubles and wrongs.”  Some
participants also indicated that they felt that their families no longer played such an
important role in supporting them and cven expressed the fear that ©.. the new
generation...” may make all that they fought for nought. Two of the participants
stated the (olowing in this regard: “Let me put it this way, the young people of today
only carc about themselves and don’t want to listen or cate aboul our storics {rom the
past. They enly want money, money, money....” and "*But nowadays the children are
naughty, not like it was [Maar now se dag dic kinners is stowt, nie soos wat dit was.|”
Thus, somce of the participants realised after the Van der Merwe study that many
aspeets they thought of as almost holy in the family had changed.  Their view
regarding the supportive role and the role they plaved in their families had all
changed,

It also seems as il their outlook on life and the world in gencral had been
affected after the initial study. Several of the participants indicated that they realised
that they had an almost static view of the world, especially post-apartheid South
Africa. Furthermore, they also indicated that they realised that they would need to
change this in order for themselves and those close o them Lo be able to carry on ina

more posilive way. Some responses highlighting the above included: “Qooh, I was
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afraid! Thought I was going to jail because 1'm talking about the past. [Oooh. ek was
bang! Gedink ek gaan by die tronk omlat ek praat.]" and “At first T thought my

supervisors pul Mr Van der Merwe up to talk to me.. " and “T started 1o position

myself diffcrently....”

GAINING OF A POSITIVE ATTITUDI,

Most of the participants indicated that the experience aided them in gaining a more
positive altitude towards themsclves, their current circumstances, as well as their
current satisfaction with life, espectally at work.

Graining a positive attitude towards self seemed a prevalent theme after the
Van der Merwe study. One of the reverends stated: “Personally after the interview |
experienced an clement of positive attitude which encouraged me ... by remembering
theny 1t was positive, it made me realise that T am still here that | can carry on and
forgive.”

It also scems as if the ability to talk about the past triggered thoughts
pertaining to their satisfaction with their current circumstances.  Scveral of the
respondents stated that after sharing their stories they fell invigorated enough 1o start
re-cvaluating their current ways of living and realised that they needed to adjust these
in order to feel morc [ulftlled. In other words, "The conversation just tnigpered
thoughts of the past and made me think aftenvards it felt as 1l a rock was lifted from
my shoulders....”, releasing necded energy to start addressing current circumstances.
As some of the participants stated:  “... a positive altitude became clear for me
alterwards ... now know that I must work ¢ven harder in my business and not waste
time on past but look forward.” and “It was good to visit the past again and to know
who [ am,”

It secms as il the main contributing factor in the paining of a positive attitude
was the fecling that by talking about the past, a past thought to no longer have such a
strong influence, cnabled them to see themsclves in a different light. ‘The following
participants’ comments probably summarised this statement the best: I could think
about the good and the bad from that time [Ek kon dink vir goed on sley Van toe se
tyd.-}"and *... bearing in mind that those issues of mine about the past are buried deep
and by talking about them again brought a lot of them back. But by remembenng

them it was positive, it made me realise that I am still herc that | can carry on and

forgive.”



NOT ALL WHITE PEOPLE ARE BAD

As has previously been indicated, participants viewed winte people differently,
Participants mentioned that they realised, afier the initial study, that their pereeptions
abowr white people were flawed. At the start of the current study some participants
indicated that they sull fell negative towards whites; “I didn’t want to talk to you
foclay, 1 thought now what do this white man want again?” However, all the

participants indicated during the interviews that they realised that this was ©.. a waste

of energy...." or simply put “I'm glad I did (speak to you) I realisc that not all white
people are bad”. They indicaled that their changed perceptions revolved around three
main sub-themes, Firstly all white peoplc were active participants/ supporters of the
apartheid era, secondly no white people were affected by this cra and thirdly all white
people are sull abhorrent.

Scveral participants indicated that they were of the opinion that all whites
were active supporters of the then oppressive government. They stated that during the
ume after telling their stories they started to remember white people whe helped and
supported them during that time. “T cried a lot. But 'm ok now, T needed o talk
aboult {hose things ... Irealised that not all whilte pcople arc bad.” R cmembering
these mcidents gave risc to even more positive emotions cuabling them to slart
changing their opinions about whites: “I'm not so angry at white people anymore.”
and “We all have troubles and wrongs. People are not atl the same.. "

Some participants also indicated “... | thought you whites always had it
nice...” This perception changed afler the imtial study. Again they were reminded,
by the telling of their stories, about white pcople who suffered during the apartheid
era. Onc of the reverends referred to a Roman Catholic priest he knew during this
time. He desenbed: ... and then the police started to beal lum in f{ront of
everyonc...” another reverend referred to some of the NG Church ministers he knew
and who helped him “... but he had to be carcful, the church paid him...".
Remembering these incidents and talking about them allowed the participants to
realisc that the opintons they had about white people were marred.

These realisations resulted in all of the participants stating that they had either
changed these opinions or come to realise that they were starting 1o change them. As
one participant stated: “...opencd my mind as to who is wrong and who is right. 'm

not so angry at white people anymore,”
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TRANSCENDING THE PAST AND MOVING ON

Transcending from the past resulting in a more positive move o the future was
another compelling theme that emerged.  The participants indicated that they realised
alter the telling of their stories that they were immobilising themsclves by
unconsciously emphasising the past and the wrongs they had endured. One
participant stated: ... aller talking (o Mr van der Merwe... can start to forgive and
carry on with my life, to transcend the past.”

Transcending in the words of the participants mostly referred toa senseof
freedom; from becoming frce ol limiting scripls in cxchange of more broadening
ones. ‘The participants’ responscs typically included: *1 realised T must forgive others
and mysel{ in order 10 become free™ and .. waste time on past but look forward.”
These ¢ omments typically indicate the freedom they felt alter acknowledging their
limiting scripts.

By acknowledging these limiting scripts the participants indicated a positive

move forward; a movement based on a change of attilude, towards themselves, others

and the past: *... started to position mysell differently..." and I mean stuff that 1s
past 1s past, [Ek meen goeters waf verby is is verhy].”

Their responses scem to indicate that by simply telling their untold storics they
viewed themselves differently and this change in view enabled them Lo see themselves
in a diffcrent light, resulting in mvigoration: “It was good to visit the past again and
to know who 1 am.” was how onc participant described the effect of the process on
herself.  She further descnibed the effect that “knowing who I am™ had on her
transgression by stating: I reabsed that I'm wasting my strength worrying about the
whites and that they are no longer out to get me ... I can now work vven harder to
help all other people.”

With reference o a change in attitude towards others one of the reverends
stated: “So we arc able to revisit, aaah thinking about your thoughts and actions ... it
13 not your problem that you do not know the black community as much as 1 do or that
I do not know the white community as much as you do. It is becausc we are churning
over with these things ... that we can start knowing cach other othcrwise we are
breaking it down instead of building it up therelore perpetuating the past.”

A change in how the past is perceived as well as the attitude to that past also

became clear especially if the following words are considered: “So we were all
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victims and today a lot of that negative perceptions are still with us. But now what do
we do, do we just sit down and say ... what ... it is there and we have to do something
about it.”" and “For as much as you are white you are just as much part of this South
Africa. We need your contribution we need to move forward regardless of one’s skin

colour or language or whatsoever. We need to move forward.”

AWARENESS OF PERSONAL STRENGTHS
As mentioned, all the participants indicated that they experienced the Van der Merwe
study as positive. One of the main rcasons given was the impresston that they became
more aware ol themselves; of who they were and could still be, Thus, an awareness
of their personal strengths. Bascd on thetr responses it seems as if five personal
strengths came to the fore. These were, resilienee, ability to influence people, open-
mindedness, the ability to leam and a positive attitude,

several of the participants stated that they only realised after the Van der
Mcerwe study that they actually survived. Not until afier telling their stories did they
realisc what personal strengths they had, especially pertaining to resilience. One of
the participants indicated: *...forgot how strong I am....” Anothcr mentioned ... it
was it long time ago ... now glad that [ spoke to Mr Van der Merwe ... it now scems a
bit better ... I survived [dit was mos lang tyd gewees .. nou bly dar ¢k mer Mnr Van
der Merwe gepraat het .. Ik vir my dit bietjic beter ... ekt stovive, |

Several of the participants indicated that they realised that they still had the
ability to influcnce and help others. [specially the reverends indicated that they
rcalised after the Van der Merwe study that they no longer ... invest so much in the
vouth ..." Another participant indicated that “Ueried a lot ... realised if [ sull feel hke
this and I'm a trained counsellor ... there are many many people in the townships still
suffering like me ... whose hearing them?”" By recalling their own feelings after the
Van der Merwe interviews and naming, these, enabled the participants to realise that
they still had the ability to help and be influential in their communitics. “I'm known
here in Tkageng ... I can get these guys together and they can talk aboult the past, just
like [ did with you’s ... [ can help them to also feel better” and “But when you guys
came along [ knew there was more [ could do for this wown, for this generation for this
country. 1 can pass on my knowledge.”

Another s trength some of the participants realised was that they were more
open-minded about the transformation process than they thoupht,

A participant
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stated: ... realised aflter interview that the TRC opened the wound but did not do
anvthing to close 1. They only thought financial compensation would close the
wound. Itwas like an pretend (rom the government.”  This same participant was
amazed at this statement and mentioned: “You know | never thought 1 would say that
ahout the government, but its true.” Several other participanis mentioned that they
found it interesting to realise that they were more accepting of the changes in South
Africa than they would thought “we must all work topether man ... no such nonsense
[niks sulke nonsens) like in the past ... government must check itself for same not (o
happen again in South Africa like in those days...” and *...wc must learn from
cxperience ... youngsters must stop looking so much to the past and ook more to
what they can do about their lives....”

The fourth strength mentioned was one of being capable of learming:
.. .things beeame clear...”. Thus, a realisation that they are still capable of learning
and growing .. started getting my family back in line agam ... even got extended
tamily together and told them how we must change ... T couldn’t wait to tell cveryone
what [ learned afterwards....” and “not looking so much to the past. to the monsters
that faced me but to what [ can do about my life and my family’s lifc.”

A positive athitude would then constitute the last of the dominant personal
strengths that the participants realised.  Through tetling their stories many realised
that they actually were very positive during the time of the struggle in spite of
everything that happened around them. ™., .you know we often laughed and made fun
... things were bad but 1 always knew [ would succeed ... and . _yes things weren’t
all just bad, 1 could cope ... [ja dinge was nie net sieg, ek kon cope....|” By
remembering these positive attitudes the participants were able to rcalise these
strengths and start to re-implement them into their daily lives: “1 told my children not
to losc hope after not getting the job ... my daughter mentioned my morce positivencss
recently ... and “I can now do my job knowing that T am in charge ... [ must nol lose

hope again.”

FORGIVENESS
Forgiveness for themselves and others was another strong theme that emerged.  All
the participants nrentioned that forgivencss was central 1o the cxpentences they had

after the Van der Merwe study. This theme revolved around torgiving self and others.



Several of the participants indicated that they realised that they needed to first
forgive themselves before they could start forgiving others, ... from a social
psvchological perspective you also need to forgive vourself for you to learn to be
lorgiven [rons other people Because 1 you don't forgive yourseli' as an individual you
cannot e ven accept forgiveness which o ther people are tendering towards you ... "
and “...the most important and primary benefit that we get from forgiveness s sclf
forgiveness.”

Participants  indicated that they experienced feclings of  freedom, scli-
acceptance, peace, liberation and energy after forgiving others, ... must forgive ... in
order to become free ... made me realise | can carry on” and “Every single time Falk
['m moved to another level of trying to forgive.” One participant stated: T {eel that if
one lalks vou get an clement of weatment .. whien you confess you actually get
[orgiven, but who forgives you ... you need to lorgive yoursell for you to leam to be
forgiven . .. 1s also opened Ltowards who i1s wrong and whom is right itmade me
thinking because this 1s a system we are talking about we are not lalking about
wdividuals ... People are all victims of their systemns. People are saying all whiles
people pot advantage from apartheid.  But that's not true we were all vietims of
apartheid. [t put for example fears into people ... we have to change our perspectives
... [ean [now] pass on my knowledge ...." The participant, to describe how he came
to think about the past after the first interview, used this statement to describe his path
from telling lus story to beticr self-understanding to the ability for forgiveness to
transgressing the past and positively moving forward.  Thus, by simply becoming

more aware of alternative life stories started an almost tangible mobilisation process.

STARTED TALKING TO FAMILY AND FRIENDS

The theme of family and tniends is closely linked to all the above themes. 'The
participants indicated that they f{elt the urge to start sharing ... wanted to tellmy
daughters a bout that time again, [ wanted them to realise what | went through for
them to have what they have today.” and ... children todiay seem to only want and
get, they no longer want to Fight for anything™ with their families a gain.  Sharing
these experiences, thev fell, may then assist their familics, to understand them
{participants) better. One ol the participants said the following: .. .if 1 tell them my

memorics they wall know me better. ..



Another reason given for wanting to share with the familics was to empower
their familics to be able to appreciate what they have and not 1o make the same
mistakes as they or the whites made, *... what | can do about my life and my
family s life™ and “So that we can siart knowing cach otlier otherwise we are breaking
it down instead of building it up therctore perpetuating the past.”

Some participants indicated that they {elt the need 1o talk to their families due
o the fecling of alse shanng the good things that happened during the apintheid era to
them, almost like a testimony of strength, faith and endurance: ... started talking to
my family and friends about past but also about good from then ... they had to know
some of the laughs from then .7 and ™. atUs important for theny to know that not all
was bad and that everyone make mistake .7

It appears that the participants realised afier ther mterview m the Van der
Merwe stndy that they needed to start focusing on the more posttive aspects of the

1Y

apartheid era and not only ... bore them (o tears ...77 with stories of atrocities. The
P 3

current rescarcher perecived a change in the participants’ outlook from victim towards
SUrvIvor,

This change 1n outlook is evident when the prevalent themes that ¢ merged
from this study are taken mto consideration.  These themes highlighted a change in
perception and attitude, the need for forgiveness and a sense of freedom that comes

from realising positive formally unacknowledged strengths.

CONCLUSION, LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Based on the participants’ responses during the current study seven prevalent themes
emerged. These included positive ¢ xpenience that made a difference, gaining of a
positive atlitude, not all white people are had, transgressing the past and moving on,
awareness of personal strengths, torgiveness and starting to talk to family and triends.
However, several sub-themes also surfaced as the data were analysed.

It scems that the telling of their untold stories of survival during the Van der
Merwe study allowed the participants the opportunity to become more aware of their
allernative stories of survival and growth. It would appear that the participants during
the present study became even more aware of how these alternative stories surfaced

after the Van der Merwe Interviews.



All the participants indicated that they experienced the Van der Merwe study
as positive and that they were of the opinion that it made a difference to their lives in
ocngral. Dspecially when they considered how they viewed, thought and felt about

\
themsclves, their family members, others and the past.

The eflect of this change in view was particularly cvident in the change the
participants reported concerning how they started to view white people as less
malevolent. 1t also seemed from their responses that the change in their perceptions,
suniiarly, positively influenced their attitude and cnabled them Lo transgress the past
enabling a newtound move into the future.

The aceeptance of these broader senipts, or rather the realisation of their untold
storics of survival, seemed to have created an imipression with them that they were
more than their stories.  They became more aware of their personal strengths,
espectally regarding their resilience, abilily 1o positively influence others, open-
mindedness, ability to Jearn and a positive athitude towards life.

However, all the participants indicated that central to the expericnces and
realisations they had, after the telhng of their stories, was the “understanding” of
forgiveness; forgiveness for sclf and for others. They indicated that afier (orgiving
themselves and others they experienced feelings such as freedom, sclf-acceptance,
peace, liberation and energy. It may appear thal by telling their untold stories of
survival the participants’ self-understanding increased resulting in the ability to
forgive.  Forgiveness then triggered positive emotions ({recdom, peace, cnergy)
cnabling them 10 incorporate these into their “new” life scripts and more positively
start to live

The effect of the above positive mobilisation process could be seen in therr
responses especially when the participants described feeling almost compelled to start
talking about that cra again, but this time focusing on the positive aspects they gained
from then. In other words shanng their insights gained; sharing this with family
members and close frmends for improved understanding and empowerment.
Succinetly, a need to inform thosce close to them about their change in position, from
victim to survivor.

Closely hinked to the above was their reported change in perception regarding
thetr current circumstances and satisfaction with life. [t scems as if the main
contributing factor, ascabed to this change of perception, was the opportunity o

simply talk ahout their pasts. The sharing of their stories secmed to enable the
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participants to review their current circumstances, concluding that they have actually
come a long way and that they are capable ol handling ever-changing life challenges.
Thu\(, a pereeived change on an intra-personal level occurred.

Not only were their intra-personal perceptions changed but also their
pereeptions about the past. They reported & more positive move into the future due to
a sense of freedom. The reported reason for this sense of [recdom was the ability to
unburden themselves of limtting scripts, in exchange for morce broadening oncs.

The acceptance of their broader scripts thercfore scems to correlate with
literature (Bhuvancswar & Shaver, 2004; Steffen, 1997; Van der Menwve, 2005;
Venter, 1998; White, 1995) as 1t scems as if 1t not only provided insight into their
interaction with others, their moral conduct and role responsibility but also by
incorporating these stories into their daily lives they increasingly became more aware
of them enabling 4 growth in thetr own consciousness. In addition their responses
also scem in line with the Bhuvaneswar and Shaver (2004) study where freedom {rom
abusers by assembling fragments of family, identity, love and belonging into a
sustainable whole was accomplished simply by “re-storying”.

[Towever, the following should be taken into consideration when looking at
the results [rom this study. The researcher involved could only speak Afrikaans and
English, whilst these were the third or even forth languages for all the participants.
The lack of vernacular on the part of the researcher may thus have influcnced the
resulls as many nuances and perhaps finer details that could have emerged tn a Orst
language interview, could have been overlooked.

The perceptual distortions the sample group exhibited at the start of this study
—may get into trouble, checking up on the previous researcher and so forth — may also
have influenced the results. The respondents may have felt that they had to “paint a
pretty picture of words™ in order not to get the researcher of the previous study (Van
der Mcrwe) “into frouble”.

[t should also be noted that only one of the participants indicated the taking up
of an active role in the armed struggle. The other participants’ responses indicated an
almost passive role during the apartheid era. It could be argued that as a result they
had “less” to forgive and it may have been easier for them to access alternative stories
of survival.

The 1ntifal study was undertaken rather late in 2005 with the follow-up study

approximately one month later. Unfortunately it coincided with the end of the
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academic year.  Since most of the participants were involved with academic
‘responsibilities they were all pressed for time and initially indicated that they hoped
that the interviews would not take up too much of their time.

The fevel of education could also have influenced this study.  All the
participanis, bar tweo, had tertiary qualifications. Thus, the extent of intellectualisation
andl reaction formation n the responses of the current study is not clear,

Lastly, due to the limited space provided in an article the information had to
be condensed. Considerable valuable information could have buen lost as a result,

A dircet comparison of this study with results from other studies cannot be
done since similar invesligations have not yet been conducted.  Future studies
conducted in this ficld should also consider variables such as age, langnage, specific
cultural group, actual type of participation and involvement durning the struggle, level
of education, geographical arca and time of year into constderation.

Furthermore, i ndividual experiences d uring the apartheid era, such as direet
exposure to violence or racisin, couid nfiuence the psychological (unctioning of
participants and should be explored in future studies, as this was not taken into
consideration by the current researcher.  Subsequently, many possible follow-up
studies that could be valuable in affording participants and practitioners the
opportunity to learn more about the positive effect of narrative therapy in the South-
African context, such as: including all racial groups into similar follow-up smdies as
well as a possible “mixed” groups where South Africans from all sectors, influenced
by the apartheid vears, may get together and share their stories of survival.  In
addition it may be valuable to undertake the same study but this time using people
who were more aclively involved in the struggle in the sample group. An additional
follow-up study, with the same sample group used in the Van der Merwe (2005) and
this study, may be undertaken in an attempt to cstablish the long-term effects of
becoming aware of untold stories of survival.

Based on the participants’ responses it seems as 1f they not only heeame aware
of their untold stories of survival but also experienced a positive change within
themselves as a result thereof. Many indicated the neccssity; they telt, of being able
to share this experience with others they know, who may also benefit from “talking™.
As ong participant puts it: ... we need (o start projeets of soctal awareness so that
people get to know who they arc and get proud of who they are because they didn’t

make themselves who they are, so we nced to create acceptance.” Follow-up
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programmes could be developed and implemented allowing participants to formally
share theit untold stories of survival. By structuring the process in this manner
participants may have the opportunity to support each other and “richer” information

could also be gathered.
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