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The Centre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation
(CSVR) has been one of the leading organs of civil society
(van der Merwe, Dewhirst and Hamber 1999) that
participated in the work of the South African Truth and
Reconciliation Commission (TRC).  The CSVR has
undertaken a range of comparative studies and evaluative
projects focused on the TRC and reconciliation.1

More important for the current focus, the CSVR
contributed towards the establishment of survivor support
groups for those who testified before the TRC. This paper is
a summary of the role played by the CSVR in establishing
these groups. It explores how the groups became a vehicle for
reconciliation education in South Africa.

Speaking out through education
The primary vehicle for CSVR’s reconciliation education
work during the TRC period was the Khulumani (‘Speak
Out’ in Zulu) Victim Support Group (hereafter Khulumani).
This structure was formed in anticipation of the establishment
of the TRC in December 1995. The idea to set up a survivor
support group was first considered in January 1995 when a
group of survivors asked CSVR to assist them in setting up
such a structure. 

The survivors then began to meet with staff at the CSVR
to share their problems, discuss how they could assist one
another, as well as other victims who would soon find
themselves testifying before the TRC. As word got out so the
process mushroomed. In a short space of time as many fifty
survivors were arriving at meetings. 

It was against this backdrop that the CSVR opted for an
educational support group strategy, as did the survivors
themselves. The staff decided to channel their efforts away
from providing trauma education and facilitated psychosocial
support as they initially envisaged. Sheer numbers meant that
it was impossible to provide skilled facilitators in all the areas
where interest was growing. The problem was acute in the
rural areas where psychological services were non-existent or
inaccessible to victims. 

Attention was thus given to providing education about the
upcoming TRC and encouraging people to develop their own
localised self-help groups. CSVR also planned to develop the
capacity of local organisations and advice centres so that they
could provide support to survivors at the local level. CSVR
began to hold workshops with local NGOs to try to get them
to assist survivors in their area.

CSVR then began running workshops with survivors.
Although these workshops were educational, they were not
used to ‘sell’ the idea of the TRC. The aim was rather to
explore the TRC as one of the strategies available for dealing
with the past. 

The standard workshop began with people introducing
themselves and saying what it was that had happened to them
or their family. Sometimes there was the need for feedback
and support from the group at this stage. This was followed
by a video of survivors talking about their experiences and
the benefits of developing their own self-help group.
Participants then discussed the video and their resultant
feelings. A flipchart presentation then followed. The charts
summarised the mandate of the TRC into accessible language
and manageable pieces of information. Questions were also
posed on the flipcharts to stimulate discussion and
community action (e.g. what can you or your community do
to further local reconciliation?). 

Participants left the workshop with an educational comic
book in the language of their choice. The comic had three
sections. Firstly, it told, in graphic and text form, a victim’s
story. Secondly, a sequence of frames showed a group of
survivors dialoguing different opinions of the Commission.
Finally, the comic summarised the TRC’s mandate in a user-
friendly manner. Thus, the comic mirrored the workshops,
which emphasised some story telling whilst modelling the
importance of debate and talking through varying opinions.
Information on the TRC was also made available and
survivors were actively encouraged to establish their own
local support groups and reconciliation initiatives. 

The Khulumani group selected some of the communities
where workshops were run. Other communities made direct
requests to the CSVR. Khulumani members were available to
give advice on how to set up a group. Khulumani (with the
assistance of CSVR) also organised a number of
commemorative services (e.g. candlelight vigils, services,
etc.) to boost membership of the group and provide survivors
with collective support to deal with their trauma. 

From June 1995 to June 1998, CSVR ran over 200
education workshops in communities. Khulumani as an
independent entity then took shape primarily through the
efforts of specific group members who pulled together those
who attended workshops. Khulumani developed into a
network of self-help groups across Gauteng and the
neighbouring provinces. At times, as many as 35 groups were
operating, some as far as 300 kilometres from Johannesburg.

Education for reconciliation in South Africa

Post-apartheid South Africa is another country where ways have to be found to heal deep divisions between people
if the country is to move forward in peace. Brandon Hamber and Traggy Maepa outline some of the work
which has been going on with survivors of political violence.

1.See http://www.wits.ac.za/wits/csvr for online articles on the TRC.



The Khulumani Victim Support Group
Throughout the education process, the survivors who made
up Khulumani worked frenetically to spread the message of
the speak-out philosophy and to encourage other victims to
join.  In June 1995 the name Khulumani was officially
adopted. The primary aim was to assist survivors and families
of victims to gain access to the TRC. The group moved from
the premise that encouraging people to ‘speak out’ would be
psychologically useful. The group was independent of the
CSVR, but at the same time, it was agreed that the CSVR
was to be the main partner in helping kick-start the process
through educational workshops. 

With the support of foreign donors, Khulumani opened a
victims’ advice office and employed a co-ordinator and four
fieldworkers who started, in mid-1998, to take over some of
the educative functions being carried out by the CSVR. 

The two organisations also collaborated on other projects.
For example, a joint submission was made to the TRC
outlining survivors’ suggestions for the final report (CSVR
and the Khulumani Support Group 1998). By the time the
TRC began, and throughout the process, Khulumani was
represented at activities related to it and in the media, as was
the CSVR. Khulumani became the organised voice of
survivors who testified before the Commission.

Strengths of the education workshops
The reconciliation education workshops run by the CSVR
were rooted in the context of post-apartheid South Africa.
Despite the fact that the black majority was well represented
through the elected African National Congress, many
survivors of political violence remained socially and
economically marginalised. With this marginalisation came a
persistent and residual silence amongst many who had
suffered the brunt of structural and political violence.

The workshops moved from the assumption that
reconciliation could only be built on honest and open
dialogue. However, it was felt that the forthright debate
necessary to reconcile would only happen if all sides were
equally empowered to participate in the process. This had
happened between politicians at the negotiation table, but at
the community level the playing fields had hardly been
levelled. Hence, a primary focus of the workshops was to
break the silence of the past and encourage survivors to speak
out. The aim was to empower them to become survivors
rather than remain victims of the past. Once empowered they
could make their own decisions about how and with whom
they would (or would not) reconcile. They could help shape
the national agenda which was permeated with compromises
such as amnesty and the limited prospect for adequate
reparations.

The greatest success of the education workshops was their
capacity to reach out to thousands of victims. The workshops
gave a public voice to survivors beyond their stories they told
to the TRC. They, in turn, educated the public about the
Commission and the violations of the past. The workshops
helped support the work of Khulumani. A dynamic and

ongoing relationship between the CSVR and Khulumani was
sustained and entrenched. 

The contribution of the CSVR workshops to the work of
the TRC was mentioned in the TRC Final Report (Volume 1,
Chapter 12, 46). The Final Report further highlighted the
Khulumani project and support from CSVR as a useful story-
telling initiative which contributed to healing (Volume 5,
Chapter 9, 13). 

The methodology utilised in the workshops was
participatory and drew on victim experiences. Although the
impact of the workshops is difficult to measure, the success
can be gauged by the rapid expansion of the Khulumani
groups, notwithstanding survivors’ own efforts to expand the
groups. A further indicator of success is the sheer number of
victims who continue to have contact with the CSVR and
Khulumani and use them as their primary channel for
continuing their quest for truth and reconciliation. 

The various workshops also helped develop a network of
concerned NGOs. This developed into an NGO coalition on
the TRC. The coalition publicly lobbied for reparations for
survivors, made comment on the TRC Final Report and
actively opposed issues such as a general amnesty after the
life of the TRC process.2 The NGO coalition still operates.

A further success of the process was that women were the
primary beneficiaries. Over half of those who spoke at the
TRC were women and this was mirrored in the CSVR
education workshops.  However, from a critical perspective,
the roles and capacities in which women and men spoke
differed considerably. While the overwhelming majority of
women spoke as relatives and dependants of those (mainly
males) who had directly suffered human rights violations,
most of the men spoke as direct victims (TRC Final Report,
Volume 4, Chapter 10, 6). Although many of those with
whom CSVR worked were indirect female victims, by the
end of the process Khulumani had empowered many women
to speak out. The group is now represented at the public level
by a host of powerful and articulate women. 

In addition, the education workshops created space for a
number of communities to deal with past conflict. The
workshops promoted the importance of interdependent
relationships between people. They encouraged honest debate
about reconciliation and controversial issues such as amnesty.
Through creating the space to speak out about the past, and
sensitise others to past violations, communities helped
entrench hope for non-repetition.  

Weaknesses of the education workshops
Even though facilitators went to great lengths to explain that
they were not from the TRC, many participants still perceived
them to be part of the Commission. This meant that the
shortcomings of the TRC, such as being slow on the delivery
of urgent reparations, overshadowed some workshops. Often
workshops became open question and answer sessions as
survivors desperately tried to understand the pragmatics of
the truth recovery process. One common question, which

16 • The Development Education Journal Volume 6 Number 2 2000

TH
EM

E
A

R
TI

CL
E

2. See http://www.ac.za/csvr/press.htm for copies of the NGO press
statements.
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obviously facilitators could not answer, was, ‘How far is the
TRC in connection with the investigation of my case?’ The
TRC’s failure to adequately report back to victims was one of
its central weaknesses (Hamber and Kibble 1999). 

In addition, the Commission has been criticised for its
weak communication strategy in some areas (van der Merwe,
Dewhirst and Hamber 1999). The result was that the CSVR
facilitators had to become versed in TRC dynamics, and often
found themselves imparting information that the TRC itself
was not getting to communities. Although this constituted a
useful educative function, it sometimes limited the impact of
the workshops. Time allocated to exploring local strategies
for building sustainable reconciliation was often curtailed by
the information imparting process.

Capacity was a further limitation. Not all victims of gross
human rights violations could be reached by the CSVR (some
20,000 people testified to the TRC alone). The number of
workshops had to be restricted owing to resource shortages.
Some troubled communities were de-prioritised in favour of
more devastated communities. Although many of the
workshops were rural, more were run in the urban areas
owing to the resource drain on trying to sustain a process
hundreds of kilometres from the CSVR and in areas without
telephones. Some of these areas were unfortunately only
visited every two months.

The white community was largely ignored by the CSVR.
This is partly due to the fact that most white South Africans
did not participate in the TRC and represented a small victim
community. However, the workshops did not educate people
across the colour divide to the extent the CSVR would have
liked. Further, in some areas still racked with African
National Congress and Inkatha Freedom Party violence, the
workshops were not always integrated with members of both
political parties. Ongoing tensions demanded separate
activities despite efforts to have joint workshops at times. 

If a strength of the workshops was that they attracted
woman, one of their weaknesses was that they did not always
have a strong appeal to young people. The nature of the
issues raised in the workshops (e.g. trauma of losing a
husband or child, financial difficulties of raising big families
as a single parent or as grandparents in impoverished areas),
and that older woman often dominated the groups,
discouraged younger members of the community. Many
young people, who participated in the conflict of the past as
both victims and perpetrators of violence, found the
workshops were not orientated sufficiently toward their
current problems such as unemployment and under-
education. Many failed to see the benefit of speaking out.
Other young militants were also excluded by their own
culture of machismo that saw the TRC process as a ‘cry
shop’. The process also forced them to either be polemically
defined as a ‘victim’ or ‘perpetrator’. Many were both. Some
felt their actions in defending their communities were
justified to such an extent that it was incorrect to refer to
them as a ‘perpetrator’ in any way, even if they had been
involved in killings or assault. 

Conclusion: sustainable reconciliation
Despite many NGOs’ feeling that the TRC did not provide
enough support for civil society to take the reconciliation
process forward (van der Merwe, Dewhirst and Hamber
1999), the onus has fallen squarely on them since the TRC
has ceased its major activities (besides the amnesty process).
The challenge remains to take forward the process of
reconciliation. 

To facilitate this process, CSVR has spent much time
critically evaluating the education workshop process it
began. It has concluded that, despite many successes and
the growth of the Khulumani group, the strategy adopted
was highly contextual. The growth of the groups was built
on the need for education about the TRC and survivors’
divergent views of the process at the time. The TRC’s
mere existence was enough to provide a backbone for the
community interventions undertaken by the CSVR.

This strategy will, however, no longer work.
Communities now find themselves having to integrate the
lessons of the TRC whilst dealing with ongoing economic
and social difficulties. Other constituencies, such as the
white community and the youth sector, still need to begin
to integrate the past into their present circumstances.
There is a need for a more comprehensive programme that
is focused on the ongoing challenges of reconciliation.
The CSVR has begun developing such a programme that
will be tailored to relevant communities.

This programme, which moves away from educational
interventions, includes components such as strategies for
developing common ground; conflict resolution and
management; and exploring reconciliation conceptually
and practically in the contemporary context. These long-
term reconciliation workshops will be piloted with a range
of constituencies (e.g. police, schools) in the year 2000.

� Brandon Hamber is Co-ordinator of the Transition
and Reconciliation Unit at the CSVR. Email:
bhamber@csvr.org.za
� Traggy Maepa is an Educationalist at the CSVR.
Email: tmaepa@csvr.org.za
Centre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation
Website: http://www.wits.ac.za/csvr
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