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Abdract

Gender-hased violence has been recognized as a pressing mentd hedth problem that is prevalent within South African society.
Non-governmental  organizetions play a major role in addressing and highlighting the issue. These organizations make use of
volunteers in order to assist in meeting their goals. The modernist perspective has been the dominant investigative mode when
research into volunteers has been conducted. However, this study hes been conducted with an emphesis on narrative. In its use of
this conditutiondist and deconstructive perspective, it examines the identity of the research paticipants within the dominant

socid and culturdl discourses that story their lives. This presents amajor challenge to the moderist framework.

In examining the life tories of the participants an emergent nature of identity is noted. Through the process of storying their lives
and ascribing meaning to their experiences and understandings, the participants engaged in a process of congtructing their identity.
This research recognizes that identity is both multi-sted and multi-storied. The emphasis on persond agency enables the
participants to restory their lives in the light of chalenging prevailing discourses. It is in this process of chalenge that they re

author their lives and are in a position to change their own lives and the lives of others.



Introduction

Gender-based violence againgt women has been recognised as the most pervasive form of human rights violation throughout the
world (Jacobs and De Gruchy, 1998). The World Hedth Organisation regards it as being a hedth issue deserving priority status.
(WHO, 1997). It is "an area of criticd importance for women's mental hedth” in South Africa (de la Rey and Eagle, 1997,0.150),
and as such ought to be an essential component of any programme aimed a promoting mental health or preventing mental illness.

The present government has recognized the criticd Sae regarding violence againgt women. President Mbeki in his Inauguration
Speech on 16 June 1999, declared that "our days will remain forever haunted when frightening numbers of the women and
children in our country fall victim to rape and other crimes of violence'(Mbeki, 1999,p2). In this address Mbeki pledged his
govenment’s support to efforts to end violence againg women in this country. However the redity for many women who
experience violence is that the government is unable to meet their needs for support, counselling and legd advice (Human Rights
Watch/Africa, 1995). This is true of psychological services in the country as a whole. The legacy of Apartheid is a severdy
diminished and undersourced psychological service system for the entire population (Parekh, McKay & Petersen, 1997).

This paucity of psychological services, together with the recognition of the impact of patriarchal Systems on women's lives hes led
to many feminit based non-governmental organisations being eteblished to meet the needs of women experiencing gender-hased
violence. The efforts of these organisations in South Africa and worldwide has contributed to the issue being put on the national
and internationd agenda. Growing awareness of violence againgt women has resulted in a range of initidtives that ded with the
problem a amost every level of socisty (WHO, 1997). The great number of unmet community needs a lack of traned
professiond counsellors and a shortage of fiscdl resources has led to the mobilization of volunteer resources, whether in a full
time or volunteer capacity, to serve in these organisations (Nationd Council for Mentd Health, 1989). Thus volunteers play an
important role in addressing the mentd health needs of people within the South African context, and especidly regarding issues of

violence againgt women.

Given the importance of the context of gender-based violence in South Africa, the life stories of those who volunteer for work in
non-governmental  organisations working in this field are important. They provide an understanding of the meaning that these
people give to their lives and ascribe to their becoming involved in addressing issues surrounding gender-based violence.
However, dtudies concerning volunteers have focussed on the traits and characteristics of volunteers and thereby ignored seeing
volunteering as an emergent process. As uch the life stories of volunteers have been ignored.  Hence this sudy's significance.
What stories do these people privilege as they tell of what led them to volunteer within an organisation addressing issues of
gender-based violence? What meaning do they give to their lives and experiences, and how is their identity condtituted &
participants on a training course for volunteers? This is the primary godl of the research.



Using a narrative focus this article examines the life stories of those who attended a training course in counsdlling skills, with the
hope of working as a volunteer in a non-governmenta organisation (NGO) in the Eastern Cape Province of South Africa, and the
meaning they ascribe to their participation. The NGO's activities focus on working with women and girl children who have
experienced gender-based violence.

Gender-hased violence againgt women in South Africa

Violence againg women is defined for the purposes of this aticle as "any act of abuse perpefrated againgt women, intended or
unintended, of verba, emotiondl, psychological, sexua or physical form, vhich threatens to undermine the hedth and well being
of the person” (Women's Hedth Project, 1995,0.68). To this definition | would include any form of spiritudl abuse experienced by
a woman. This violence occurs within three domains. the family, the community, and violence perpetrated by or condoned by the
date. Gender-based violence affects dl aspects of women's lives, having extensive consequences for both women's physicd and
psychological wellbeing.

Gender-based violence againgt women is regarded & endemic to South Africa and hes been described & "the modt extreme
expresson of the gender inequality that underscores socid relations in contemporary South Africa’ (Simpson and Kraek,
1998p.2). It is recognized thet Studies conducted into the prevaence of gender-based violence in South Africa have produced
differing and sometimes contradiictory statistics. Numerous Sudies have shown how  indifference and hodtility on the part of police
and judicid authorities, alied to perceived socid and culturd prohibitions have made it certain that gender-based violence is
under-reported (Bollen, Artz, Vetten & Louw, 1999; Human Rights Watch/Africa, 1995; Maboe, 1994; Vetten, 1995). There are
thus no reliable officid dtatistics on the incidence of violent attacks againg women (Human Rights Watch/Africa, 1995). It has,
however, been esimated tha one in four South African women ae victims of genderbased violence (Human Rights
Watch/Africa, 1995; NICRO; 1999) and that South Africa hes twice the incidence of rape as opposed to any other country for
which statistics are currently avallable (Simpson and Kraak, 1998). Thus it has been concluded that excluding countries that are at
war, South Africa presently has the highest level of violence againgt women in the world (Human Rights Watch/Africa, 1995).

The use of datigics and interpretations thereof, present a thin description of gender-based violence independent of intentions or
circumstances (Denzin, 19%4). They do not adequately represent the ory of violece againgt women in the South African context.
The use of numbers does not provide a description of the process and context of genderbased violence A thick description
(Geartz, 1983) provides the context of the experience, the intentions and meanings tha organize the experience and provide
meaning. In order to atan a rich description of violence againgt women in South Africa an understanding of the tory of gender
hased violence, as being complex and multi-faceted is reguired. The recognition that is played out across political, economic,
legdl, socid, cultural and religious dimensions must be made. Through this an understanding of how women's lives are condtituted

through violence and societal expectations is matde possible.



The role of Non-Governmental Organisations in bringing about change

One of the mgor advocates for highlighting issues of gender-based violence and bringing it to the forefront of public and politica
dtention has been the NGO community. Through their efforts, counselling and savice centres have been established for victims
of gender-hased violence. They have promoted public education campaigns and have been indrumentd in advocacy and lobbying
for legal reform with regard to gender-based violence (World Health Organisation, 1997).

Korten (1990, p.115) identifies four srategies used by NGO's in the development "away from dleviating symptoms toward
dtacking ever more fundamentl causes’. He labels these dtrategies as generations. The first generation drategy employed by
NGO's is direct service delivery to meet immediate needs. The NGO sarves an active role while the community recelving help
asumes a passive role. The second generation identified is the role NGO's play in smal scale, loca development through which
the community is better able to meet their own needs. In this process the NGO mobilizes people, rather than doing the work
themselves. Once NGO's begin to look further than the individua community and pursue policy changes a a locd, nationd and
global level, then they have entered what Korten (1990) refers to &s the third generation. Korten (1990,p.121) describes this role as
being thet of "a cadytic foundationHlike role, rather than as an operationd Service provider”. The fourth generation that Korten
(1990) identifies; looks further than seeking to change specific policies to energizing a critical mass of people to adaress issues of
socid trandformation.  Centrd  to this concept of people centered development ae idedls of psychologicd and politica
trandormation. Thisis vital for "people's choice, take and commitment to development” (Stauct, 1991,p.173)

Volunteer workers in Non-Governmental Organisations

Volunteers are a criticd human resource for NGO's. The reasons given for their value in these orgarisations vary. The use of
volunteers enables organisations to sustain and expand their current services (Cnaan and GoldbergrGlen, 1991). They foster better
public awareness of and support for organisations, as well as creating commitment to the cause and gods of the organisation
(Ildey and Niemi, 1981; Jedlicka, 1990). Volunteers adso promote grassroots participation, thereby harnessing community
knowledge and understandings (Aplin, Baker, Fisher, Poole, Yeoman & Webber, 1982, Jedlicka, 1990). Their participation in this
regard is important as Huntington argues that local people need to be trested as "the world's leading authorities' on their own life
stuation (cited in De Beer, 1997,p.22).

Korten (1990) further describes the vaue of volunteers and voluntary action. He argues that it is uncertain whether development
NGO's will be effective in bringing about massive socidl transformation. It is voluntary action that will play a mgor role in
effecting change. "If transformation is to come, it mugt come & a consequence of voluntary action, an act of human commitment
to collective survival driven by a vision that transcends the behaviors conditioned by existing inditutions and culture. We must
ook to people's movements as the key to transformational change in the current era” (Korten, 1990,p.105).



Studies of volunteerism have been modernist in orientation. They have focussed on three main areas: persondlity, motivation and
promotion of long-term helping (Omoto and Snyder, 1995). Researchers have attempted to discover whether particular persondlity
traits are common amongdt volunteers (Pearce, 1993). Thus volunteers are described s having high levels of seffacoeptance and
selfconfidence. They are thus less socidlly inhibited (Spitz and MacKinnon, 1993). They are emotiondly sable (Burke and Hall,
1986). Volunteers are aso described as having a grester sense of trugt and persistence. They are dso more socidlly conforming
(Howarth, 1976; Smith and Nelson, 1975).

Motivation has been a centrd focus in dudies of volunteers (Pearce, 1993). Researchers have atempted to answer the question:
why, in the absence of obligation, do people volunteer? (Omoto and Snyder, 1995). Findings in these studies range across a wide
vaiety of reasons. On the one hand the simple answer is that people volunteer because of altruistic motives. People volunteer
hecause they want to help others and desire to be of service (Clary and Orenstein, 1991, Jenner, 1984). This view has, however,
been chdlenged. Ingtead of focussng on altruism, researchers have recognised that career prospects, status, religious affiliation,
the individuals own experiences, belief in the organistion's god, and egoistic motives deding with perceived benefits to the
volunteer, play an important role in their volunteering activities (Bonjean, Markham & Macken, 1994; Forst and Hedly, 1991
Rubin and Thorelli, 1984). Rather it needs to be recognised that "volunteers entertain many different motives, or combination of
motives, and that these might be extremely complex” (I1dley and Niemi, 1981,p.5).

Researchers have dso examined questions of how to retain volunteers once they have entered the organisation. Findings range
from the importance of supervisors and continued training (Fisher and Cole, 1993) discussion on persondity characterigtics
(Bonjean et d, 1994; Omoto and Snyder, 1995), perceived rewards experienced by the volunteers (Rubin and Thorelli, 1984),
stisfaction and goal congruence (Jenner, 1984).

However these understandings of the lives of those who volunteer do not adequately answer questions about volunteers and the
process of ther lives and experience. To better understand this view, the conditutionalist perspective will be used. The
condtitutionalist perspective refutes the modernist ideas of objectivity, essentiaism and representationism which have impacted on
previous studies of volunteers (White, 1996). From this perspective:
It is not possble to have an objective knowledge of the world. People cannot avoid complicity in the production of their
accounts of the world as knowledges are generated according to a particular discourse in- specific cultures @ specific times
(White, 199). To presume a ubject matter's independent existence without recognizing the socid processes of the discourse
that describe it, leads to an objectification of the discourse that is not warranted (Gergen, 1997). Kvae (1997) arques that
this condtitutionalist perspective results in "the collapse of the universd metanarratives’, which objectify the truths and facts
of our existence (p.34). It acknowledges that the tory or text does not stand aone, behind every story is another story (Parry
and Doan, 19%4). Galie (cited in Shotter,1997) argues that these concepts of modemism become "essentially contested
concepts', that is, concepts about which their proper use involves endless disputes (Shotter, 1997,0.69). Thus Shotter (1997)



is able to ague that talk about motives becomes talk about the reasons for action, that is justifications offered by the
individual to others (or to themselves) in rendering their actions approprite in the context of the occurrence.

All essentidlist notions of human nature disguise the operations of power a work in the conditution of people’s lives. Thus
Foucault arques that the manner in which things are described cannot be separated from issues of power (Foucault, 1979,
1980). To this end the condtitutionalist perspective makes it possble to examine the historical circumstances of inquiry, the
roots, limits and sustaining power of the preferred discourse, as well as what it discourages (Gergen, 1997).

The condtitutiondlist perspective suggests that the knowledges and practices of our culture, socid Structures and community
of persons are "ggnificantly determining” of our identity; our desires, motives, values, beliefs, and so on (White,
1996,p.174). The achievement of identity reguires that persons be active in the negotiation of the different experiences of the
ways of life and thought to be had a the different sites of cuture, socid Structures and places in community of persons. This
requires the interpretation of experience and the dtructuring of selfnarrative. Thus this perspective emphasizes hoth agency
and subject.

The conditutiondlist approach thus invites the challenge of that which condlitutes the takenfor-granted world. In Western
psychology the existence of reason, memory, emotion, motive and the like is no longer questioned. However these terms are
embedded in a discourse that favours certain sections of the population or describe patterns of conduct disparaging to others. With
the objectification of such discourse the ossification of the socid pattern occurs (Gergen, 1997). Therefore the need to deobjectify
the ‘truths of life, to demonstrate their socia and historical embeddedness and to explore their implications for socidl life and the
authoring of identity. Instead of assuming a neutral position, the persona and political is conjoined (Gergen, 1997; Gilbert, 1980).

The use of a condtitutionalist perspective for this research enables the research to focus on the reasons that the participants give to
their participation in the training programme for volunteers. The context of the participants lives are dso brought to bear on the
research, as ae their culturd sites of practice, socid structures and their relationships with others. Narrative is used as the means
to fecilitate this research.

The use of narraive

The primary focus of a narative approach is people’s expressons of their experiences 6 life as they engage in interpretive acts
Consequently Gergen (1999,p.4) concludes that  “life acquires meaning and heppenings are suffused with significance”. Meaning
does not preexist the interpretation of experience. These dtories dso determine which parts of their experience people sdlect for
tdling. The act of congtructing a narrative, or “world meking” as Bruner (1987,p.11) arques, is more than merely selecting events
to include as part of the story and then placing them in the gppropriate order. The events themselves are congtituted in light of the
overdl narative. They become functions of the story being told. The "narrative metaphor proposes that persons live their lives by
dories - thet these dtories are shaping of life, and that they are red, not imagined, effects and that these gtories provide the
dructure of life" (White, 1991,.28). The persond story people tell becomes the principa frame of inteligibility for our lived



experience. Thus Bruner (1987,p.15) concludes that we become the autobiographicd narratives by which we “tell about” our
lives. Our lives are thus a process of narrative interpretation. This interpretation is not private, locked in our individud minds.
Rather, it is premised on an intersubjective exchange with others, based on the premise that we share a common world. It is the
dructure of this intersubjective exchange, its rules and means of operating, thet is the foundation of what we cal culture. Thus
“our present identity is not a sudden or mysterious event, but a sensible result of alife story” (Gergen and Gergen, 1983,p.255).

Kenyon (1998p.3) notes tha it is more gppropriate to speek of the " 'dories we are" ingtead of spesking about the story of our
lives. We favour different forms of Stories a vaious times in our lives, according to the context we find ourselves in, and the
reasons why the dtory is being told. Thus White (1991) concludes that our lives are multi-sited. We dso live in a dtate of
continuous construction and recongtruction of our lives; consequently our stories are dso in a condtant state of congtruction. White
(1991) refers to this as our lives being multi-storied.

Bruner (1986) proposed that narrative is played out on a dudl landscape. There is a landscape of action on which everts unfold and
there is the landscape of consciousness that congists of the inner worlds of the protagonists involved in the action. The landscape
of action comprises events linked together in a particular sequence through time, according to a specific plot This provides the
reader of the text with a view of how the theme unfolds across events through time. It is this tempora feature of narative which
ensures that life is not merely "a meaningless drift" and history is not "just one damn thing after another” (Vogel, 1994, p.244).
The notion of plot is important in this landscape, stories are not neutral, they are going somewhere; they have purpose (Kenyon,
1998). The landscape of consciousness comprises the interpretations of the characters in the story, ad dso of the reader as we ae
invited to share these Stories. Perceptions, thoughts, speculations, redizations and conclusions dominate this landscape (White,
1991). It is here thet people's beliefs or their way of life come to the fore, as well as the dispositions that characterize their lives.

Gergen (1999) arques that regarding language s fundamentaly a derivative of socid exchange recognizes the socid function of
narrative. Discourses about the world operate largely on the basis of socia convertions, which are crystallized in terms of various
thetorical rules and options (Gergen, 1990) Negotiating socid life in a successful manner means being capable of making oneself
intelligible as an enduring, integral or coherent identity (Gergen and Gergen, 1993). Ultimately the terms in which the world and
onesdlf ae understood are socid arifects, products of higtorically Stuated exchanges and the result of “an active, cooperdive
enterprise of persons in relationship” (Gergen, 1985p267). Life dories are highly susceptible to culturd, interpersond, and
linguidtic influences. Thus the dtories that people live by are contructed within their historical and culturd context in relation to
communities of people and the socia structures they come into contact with. This is the canonica dimension of which Bruner
(1986) spesks.  Thus, people’s Stories are framed by their dominant cultura knowledges, that which has heen “deeply
intermalized” and by the “historically rooted indtitutions that a culture eleborates to support and enforce them” (Bruner, 1998,p.57).
These are congtructed knowledges that specify who people are and with whom they are in relationship. "Thus, the discursve
creation of identity is more fundamentally a social underteking'(Gergen, 1999,p.10).



White's defines his use of narrdive therapy as a deconstructive method that subverts takenHor-granted truths and ways of being in
the world (White, 1991). HareMugtin and Marecek (1989) further define decondtruction as exposing the ideology and cultura
condtruction of concepts; thus it may be viewed as "a project of demydtification that mekes visble what is required to maintain
hierarchy and opposition”(p.1333). White (1991) quotes Bordieu who agues that the methods of decongtruction "excticiz the
domestic" and thus facilitates the "reappropriation” of the self (p.27). White (1991) interprets this as people becoming more aware
of the way in which therr lives are shaped by modes of thought and belief, and the way in which people can then be enuraged to
engage in a process of reauthoring their lives, by choosing to live by other modes of thought and belief.

This process of re-authoring is dso evident in his defining his narrative work as being conditutionalist in perspective (White,
1991). People's lives are shaped, condtituted and embraced by the meaning they give to their being Stuated in socid structures,
language practices and culturd practices of the self. It includes the relationships into which these lives are recruited. Power isdso
highlighted as an important issue when examining how people's lives are constructed. People engage with particular practices of
power and beliefs of the seif and knowledge's about life thet have been given or achieved the dtatus of ‘truth’. These practices have
heen negotiated over time within a cultural context. White (199) argues that these dominant narratives come to reflect the ‘ftruth’

about human nature, the meaning of authenticity and people's identity and are internalised.

Persondl identity and selfconcept is an expression of a single unfolding and developing story through narrative configurations. It
is through gtories that people obtain a sense of their lives changing (Epston, White & Murray, 1992). This belief served as the
hasis for this research. The narrative understanding that peoplé's lives are socidly condtituted is the major criticism of previous
Sudies of volunteers. With regard to the study of volunteers, in their searching to discover universd meaning and objective
understanding, previous dudies have failed to recognise the emergent nature of becoming a volunteer. This is a phenomenon
condructed in the process of each person's particular life, in their engagement with others, with socid practices, and with the
indtitutional practices of the NGO involved.  Recognizing this emergent nature of becoming a volunteer, this research has a
naraive focus and examines the descriptions of the identities of the participants in a training course for volunteers conducted
within an NGO addressing issues of gender based violence.

The NGO hogting the Training Course for Volunteers

Despite political transformation in South Africa, socid transformation has lagged far behind. NGO's have a maor role to play in
meeting the many needs that the government is unable to address and assist in the process of socid transformation.  This is
especially true when discussing mental health needs in the country.

The previous government did not provide even the beginnings of a mental health service which ould meet

the needs off an ordinary society, et alone one in which a high proportion of citizens had heen exposed to

the psychological distress and battering of apartheid, Structural poverty, state represson and political

violence. In a context where issues of safety, economic security (or the lack of it), housing, physical health
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gic are prioritised, the current health budget does not make sufficient allowance for the extraordinary
mental health problems created by our particular sociopolitical Situation. (Parekh, McKay & Petersen,
1997, pp. 128-129).

The NGO gudied in this research was established in 199 in the Eastern Cape. The organisation was formed as a community-
hased service-oriented and issue-driven organisation (I1dey and Niemi, 1981). The purpose of the organisation as et out in ther
Section 21 registration documentation describes the organisation as "an independent, non-recial educationd Centre which ams to
provide accessible counselling and support to survivors of sexua abuse, rape, batery and assault." Thiswould be provided by

o Promoting crigis intervention through counselling, referrals and support.

o Providing in service training of counsellors and trainers

o Egtablishing community education and outreach programmes, and

o Beinginvolved in advocacy and lobhying around issues related to the topic of women and violence.

Paekh e d (1997) ague tha much of the work progressve NGO's have been involved in, has focussed on the first two of
Korten's generations. The emphasis has been on service provision and community development. Thus many NGO's formed to
aldress issues surrounding violence againgt women have provided counselling services and legd support. They have d%0
conducted education and awareness rasing campaigns. Some NGO's have gone further and extended ther work to include
working towards indtitutional change. This has meant becoming involved in advocacy work and lobbying governments and those
in postions of power. The organisation Studied in this research operates on the fird three of Korten's (1990) four generations
identified earlier. While some examples of fourth generation community organised programmes have been noted, & present much

of the work is till driven by the organisation.

The organisation has engaged in a process of training volunteers to work dongside permanent staff as an additiond counselling
and community resource. Training programmes for volunteers have occurred twice yearly and course participants attend a weekly
training session for three months. The NGO hes trained 126 people through this programme. A local clinical psychologist and
gaff of the NGO conduct this training which concentrates on crigs intervention techniques and some work discussing issues of
gender in the South African context from a Human Rights perspective. The course dso sarves as a selection process for those who
would eventualy be chosen to work as volunteers within the NGO. Those who train the course participants conduct the selection
of volunteers. Consequently, not al those who participate on the training course are Selected as volunteer counsellors within the

organisation.

The research was conducted with those who aitended the Counsdlling Training Course offered by the NGO hetween March and
May 1999. Twenty-one women were accepted by the organisation for training. All of the twenty-one participants had read of the
training course in the local newspaper and had applied to atend the course. The NGO had no forma application process in place

11



a the time this training course took place. Interviews with prospective cancidates were not conducted. Rather positions on the
course were hooked by early payment of the nomind fee charged for atending the training. Previoudy men had atended the
counselling course, but no applications had been received from men to paticipae in the course from which the research
participants were chosen.

The NGO experienced numerous difficulties with the use of volunteers within the Organisation. It was decided during August
1999 to halt this process until further investigation into the recruitment, training and placement of volunteers was made. However,
the fruits of previous training can be recognised in six of the full-time staff who first came to the attention of the NGO through the
volunteer training process.

The Study
The research sought to invedtigate the life stories of those who atend a training course for volunteers within @ NGO working with

issues of gender-based violence, and the meaning they gave to their participation on the course

The sample congsted of the twenty-one participants on the training course. The ages of paticipants ranged from twenty-three
years sx months to sixty-three years deven months. The mean age of dl twenty-one participants was thirty-one years one month.

There was only one participant older than forty-five years.

All' twenty-one participants had Xhosa as their home language. Ten of the participants were married, while ten were unmarried.
The maritd dtatus of one participant is unknown. Al participants had completed High School and matriculated. Thirteen had
gone on to tertiary Sudies, while five participants had received post-graduate qualifications. Sixteen of the participants live in the
Grester Eagt London magidterid area of the Easten Cape, two live in Keiskammahoek and King William's Town respectively,

while one livesin Alice.

The researcher initidly brigfly interviewed al twenty-one candidates to establish which of the paricipants hoped to work &s a
volunteer within the organisation. Sixteen of the candidates Sated thet their am for wanting to attend the course was to work & a
volunteer within the organisation. These initial interviews took place a the NGO and lasted 30 minutes. A total of eight training
course candidates were randomly - selected from the Sixteen to participate in the research. All eight were unemployed and four of
them were married. Sx of the participants live in the Greater East London Magisterid area, while one participant esch from
Keiskammahoek and King William's Town Magisterial districts participated in the research. The mean age of the eight research
participants was thirty years eleven months.
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In keeping with nardive ideas the research was recognised as being a collaborative process between the researcher and
participants. The process depended on an active, selfdetermining narrator to supply a dtory, while the co-narrator Supported and

encouraged these narrators telling their stories.

The research was conducted with the use of methods outlined by Bruner (1998, 1986) for "dliciting Subjectively relevant accounts
of life" (Gubrium and Holstein, 1997,p.148). The participants were asked to construct Spontaneous verbd autobiographies
describing how they came to offer to work as a volunteer in the NGO. Bruner (198,p.121) writes that an autobiography “is an
account given by a narraor in the here and now about a protagonist bearing his (c) name who existed in the there and then, the
story termindting in the present when the protagonist fuses with the narrator.”  However, there is more to it than this. The story
do judifies why it was necessary for a life to develop in a paticular way. “The Sef as narator not only recounts but
justifies’ (Bruner, 1998p.121), This encourages the participant to engage in meaning making by recounting the narraive of the
lives. Thus each participant was asked to describe her life story that had led her to volunteer. This is in line with Kvae's belief
thet the object of the research interview is to obtain "spontaneous, rich descriptions of where the subjects themselves provide what
they experience as the main dimensions of the phenomenon investigated” (Kvale, 1995,p.154).

Once exch participant had told her tory, | asked questions to clarify events, meanings and understandings in order to come to a
richer, thick description of each participant's story. These questions were based on what Kvale (1995,.154) has named the "red
lights' in a person's telling of their life history. These were the use of any unusua terms, strong vocd emphases, and repeated
Satements and phrases.  The use of Xhosa terms and ascribed culturd behaviours were cases in point. While | had a sense of what
the terms meant, | congtantly clarified whether my understandings were what the participants meant with their use of these terms.
At no time did | introduce any concepts into the discussion with each volunteer thet they had not first brought up. The telling of
the participants life dtories ranged from an hour-and —a half to two hours fifteen minutes in length. Whereas initial interviews
were conducted within the organisation, these interviews took place a neutral venues agreed to by the participants and myself.

These stories were taped with the permission of each participant and then transcribed. After the transcripts were completed the
accuracy of each transcript was verified by comparing it to the audio record of the interview. This was vital as "words provided
the fundamental data on which al andlysis would be based" (Mergendollar, 1989,p.124).

Following Gergen (1994,pp.189-193) the following characteridtics of the dructure of the life dories of the participants were of
importance for the stories to acquire credibility "as a teller of truth" (p.189). Reference to ‘truth’ does not imply that the sary is
factualy driven. Rather truth telling is governed by a forestructure of narative conventions that are culturaly and higtorically
contingent. The narrative conventions that were examined as structuring the participants stories included:;

(@ In order for the sory to be acceptable it needed to establish a valued endpoint, namely voluntegring to work within an

organisation addressing issues of gender-basad violence.
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(b) In order for the story to be intelligible the events recounted and meanings ascribed nesed to meke the outcome of the tory
more or less probable.
(c) Once the endpoint has been decided upon and the events selected to fit this endpoint, these events are to be organised within
an ordered arrangement.
(d)  The participant's identity must be continuous or coherent within the narrative.
(e)  Explanations for the outcome of the narrative must be woven into the Sory.
(f)  Signaswere used to indicate the beginning and end of the Story.
The use of narrative components is important in creating a sense of the redity of accounts. To this end, Rosenwad and Ochberg
argue that the way in which
individuals recount their histories - what they emphasize and what they omit, their stance as protagonists
and victims, the relationship the story establishes between teller and audience - all shape what individuals
can claim of ther own lives. Personal stories are not merely a way of telling someone (or oneself) about
one's life; they are the means by which identities are fashioned (cited in Gergen, 1994,0.193).
The use of these dtructurd issues of narative alows the examintion of the sructures of these Sories according to dominant

cultural forms of stories and the stories themselves,

The following interpretive process was followed in this research:
The transcribed stories were continually read until the researcher believed he was fully acquainted with the participants gtories.
During this reading the researcher identified common themes which emerged from the data and delineated "the commonalties of

the participants experience” (Mergendollar, 1989,p.126) as narrated in their life Stories.

Once these themes were isolated, a reading quide was generated to interpret the daa further. The reading guide has been
developed & a means of textud andysis in order to provide deeper insights into the actions and beliefs of those participating in
the research. This is achieved hy extracting "those features of texts that clarify the meaning of the text. It involves generating a set
of questions through which the data are read. The reading quide brings an order to the interview and ... facilitates the exploration
of deta" (Gilbert, van Vlaenderen & Nkwinti, 1995,p.231). The reading guide is further important because it assists in recognizing
the narrative dructure of the data as well as placing importance of the contextua aspects of the data (Brown, Teppan, Gilligan &
Argyris, 1989).

The foregtructure used in determining the reading quide was based on the idea of narative as oried by Michad White. White
(1991) applies his decondructive and condtitutionalist perspective to the knowledges thet people live by, to the cultural practices
of sdf and relationships, and to the discursive practices of professiond culture through examining practices of knowledge. Thus
his discussion is organised around narraive, practices of power and practices of knowledge. In order to discuss the dominant

identity the participants gave meaning to in their life Sories, the narrative perspective identifies the need to examine the manner in
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which this identity has been condituted by the meaning they have ascribed to their being Situated in socid and cultural practices,
the historical context and the relationships they have been recruited into.

The reagling quide used in analyzing the life stories of the volunteers included three questions.

1. The naraive approach recognizes that identity is multi-sted and that the life sory each participant tells is related to the
context in which it is being told. To this end the participant chooses which stories to include and which to discard when
tling their story. These Stories provide meaning for people's lives and define their identity within the particular Site of the
research. What is the dominant story reveded in each woman's telling of their life story as bey participated in the research
process?

2. The narative gpproach arques that people's lives are condituted within their socid structures. What are the higtoricd and
socid contexts identified in the life dories of the participants? How have these contexts influenced the meaning that the
participants give to their participation on the training course? What impact do they have on the changing lives of the
participants in the research?

3. The narative goproach believes tha peoples lives are condtituted in their relationships with others, which determine the
culturd practices of the self. What significant relationships does each participant describe? What events are described in this
relationship and what meaning does the paticipant ascribe to this person's influence on their life? What role do these
relationghips have in providing meaning to the participants changing life Stories?

This quice was applied to each interview and the evidence collated across these records.

The researcher later met with al eight participants after the research was completed to discuss the process and engage with them
with regard to any queries or comments they might have had. During this time the researcher and participants engaged in a
discussion around the naming of their life Stories and this research. The debriefing was not used as part of the data andlysis as it

was felt that this would militate against the richness of individual life stories.
The use of a reading quide enabled the generation of the ideas concerning the plots of the participants stories and the events and
experiences that comprised their life dtories. However, the reading guide is not used to direct the manner in which the daa

obtained is presented in this research.

“ Changing ourselves, Changing others': the tories of the research participants

The title of this research "Changing ourselves, Changing others' was determined by and chosen for this research by the
paticipants during our debriefing session. This naming of the research process emerged as a Satement of the meaning they
dtributed to their identity as participants on the training course. It implies a movement from a previoudy held position of the
meaning they gave to their lives to a new and different postion. This process can be regarded as the participants engaging in a
process of re-authoring of their lives.
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Initidly | had thought of using the title “Lives of Triumph” to name the life Stories of the participants. However, this view was
challenged by two thoughts. Firdtly, if the research was truly narrative in outlook, then the researcher was not entitled to make a
decison done. Rather it needed to be done in collaboration with the research participants.  Secondly, Pressman's (1994) concern
that white researcher’s often glamourise the lives of Black femae participants in triumpha terms and do not recognise this as
strategies to cope with an oppressve ructurdl system was aso taken into account. Thus the researcher invited the participants to
engage in a process of naming the story of their lives as participants in the research. Through this process, it was decided that the
dominant story of their lives was one of overcoming difficulties and survival. This had two results. Firdt, the participants were able
to dter their perception of their own lives. Second, the participants were able to describe their identity in relation to assisting other

women who experienced violence. Thus the title "Changing ourselves, Changing others" was congtructed.

White (1991) believes that through engaging in externdizing conversations which "exoticize the dometic’, people are enabled to
identify the private Stories they live by and which guide their lives and speak to them of their identity. Part of this process includes
naming a problem or sory. The thergpeutic use of extemaizing conversations is to engage in a process of reauthoring the
person's life in order to generate dterntive Stories. Entering into the process of naming their life dtory with the participants
provided them with an opportunity to reflect on their lives and how they have been condtituted. It aso provided an opportunity for
the researcher to discuss his understanding of the meaning they give to their lives as expressed through their life stories and resuts
of his andyss.

The researcher recognised two different plots in the Stories the eight participants told about their lives. Each participant’'s story
fitted into one of these two plots. The first plot began with the participants recognising themselves as participants on the training
course and choosing life events to tell the story which fitted in with their identity. They chose events from their lives that
highlighted the obstacles and difficulties they had experienced in order to reach the point of joining the training course. Whereas
the focus in the second plot was on changing others, the emphasis in the first plot was on the change that occurred in the
participants themselves that enabled them to join the course; the "Changing ourselves' section of the tory that was named. The
Stories of three research participants were structured in this way, namely B., D. and E.

The second plot began with the paticipants narrating their life story beginning with their early family history. Their dtories
culminated in their joining the volunteer training programme. These ories emphasised their position of relative persona dtrength
and ahility thet led them to join the training course. The main focus of their wanting to be part of the training group was a desire to
help others. The meaning they gave to their lives as participants in the training course was "Changing others'. The stories of five
research participants were structured in this manner. These were A., C., F., G. and H.

While many of the events named included similar gents and actions, the meaning that was given to these events and experiences

were different. For example, in the second plot the meaning the participants gave to the violence they had persondly experienced
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and witnessed revolved around a reglisation of the needs of other women that needed assstance. While in the firgt plot, issues
surrounding persond violence were highlighted to show the difficult circumstances that the participants had to overcome in the

personal lives.

Each plot aso discussed issues surrounding persondl agency in differing ways. The second plot saw emphasis being placed on
wha the participant had achieved in order to asist them to help others. While in the first this agency was directed towards
asydting the re-authoring of the person's story of changing their own life.

The events and experiences which the participants recognised in their stories as condiituting their identity as participants on the
training course will be discussed in refation to the two different plots recognisal in the stories of the participants. These plots have
not been conflated. While events and experiences may be Similar the meaning given is different according to the plot of the Story.
For ease of writing and reading | have caled those whose tories were structured according to the first plot discussed Group 1 and

those whose stories were structured according to the second plat, group 2.

Narrative forms

Gergen (1994) suggests that a virtud infinity of possble narative forms exists, but tha due to the “extingencies of socid
coordination, certan moddities are favored over others in various higtoricd periods’ (p.195). He arques tha dl plots can be
converted to a linear form with reference to their evaluative shifts across time. This dlows three rwimentary forms of narative to
he isolated; namely the dtability, progressive and regressive narrative. Within these narative forms the dominant dtory of each
participants narrative is recognised. The gtability narrative is defined as linking events in such a manner that the individual's
trgjectory remains essentially unchanged with reference to a particular god or outcome. This contrasts with the progressive and
regressive narratives. The progressive narrdive links events so that the movement is incrementa towards the god or outcome

defined, while in the regressive narrative the movement is decrementdl.

Plot 1: A Progressive narrative

Each of the Stories told by those in Group 1 can be considered as a progressive narrative. The demarcation of the ed of ther life
dtories occurred with them describing themselves as overcoming issues and expectations regarding their identity thet confronted
them. They were thus enabled to join the training course.  This was what Gergen (1994) refers to as the valued endpoint of the
gtory. However, the path to this outcome was not without difficulty. Participants identified issues of individua concem (persond
ffering and violence), their historicd and social context (economic and socid hardship), and dominant cuturd and structurd
practices (family relationships, gender roles of women) as causing difficulties in their lives. For each of them these were dternate
Sories of their identity which had to be reauthored in order to reach the endpoint of their life fory as told during the research

PIOCESS.
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E’'s dory is an example of a progressive narative. Her story begins with her being a participant on the training course. She spoke
of the difference this hed made to her & an individud. She then spoke of her community and social context and the violence she
experienced as a member of her community. Her story then moved to the difficulties in her husband's family home, which she
contrasted with her formative years in her own family. She returned then to the dificulties she faced with her husbend's family's
reaction to her daughter. She refurned to her socid context, before finishing her story by referring to her participation on the
training course.

This series of progressveregressive phases as conceptudised by the participants experiences of the past as a series of difficulties
to be overcome in order to reach the present is recognised & a heroic saga (Gergen, 1994). This in no way implies that the
patticipants have reached a dage of selfactudisation or selfredisation or any other term traditionaly ascribed to people's lives.
The participants in this research experience their identity as being multi-sited and multi-storied. However, for the purposes of this
research, each identified herself a being in a position where she had managed to overcome these often contradiictory ‘selves and
dl that hed been part of their congtruction. Their lives were in the process of being changed through their paticipating in the
training course. No longer were they bound by what others thought of them or the manner in which they believed others expected
them to behave. Rather, their use of phrases such & "I decided to go on the course, because the course can help me" (E); "
(ecided to do something about my life" (D.), and "I am making something for myself [through being a participant on the course),
a new life, a better one for me and my kids' (B.), emphasise their own choices and the manner in which they were involved in
changing their lives.

Plot 2: A Stability Narrative
The dories of those belonging to group 2 can be regarded &s a dtability narrative. The Stories that they told al concern their desire

to help change the lives of women experiencing gender based violence.  This wish to help others is recognised & defining their
identity throughout their lives. They define their lives in relation to others and the people they have leamed from. This is seen in
family life (the example of a matriarchdl figure); in socid life (their experiences with their friends and others) and in the meaning
they ascribe to persona and witnessed experiences of violence.

Thus the trajectory of their gory remains essentialy unchanged with reference to their particular godl of helping others throughout
their narratives. The meaning they ascribe to their experiences serves to sustain this congtruct of their identity. It dso sustains the
particular condtruct of the lives of others. Thus the participants continualy spesk of other women as "victims' (F. and C.), and as
"people who really need help’(G.).

The life story that A. told is an example of a Stability naraive. Her ory began with growing up in the Transkei and the
difficulties she encountered. Her story shows how from this time she began to see her identity as linked to helping others. This
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extends through difficulties of feeling out of place & home, to her dedings with her friends and social context. Her story ends with
her being part of the training group & the NGO.

It can be aqued thet the research participants find themselves a the upper end of the stability continuum. Thus the participants
were able to say, "I dways wanted to help people with their problems, and so | wanted to join to help women facing abuse'(F.).
"I want to save others' (C). "I have seen my community tumed upside down and | wanted to make it right again” (A.). The
implications of these Stahility narratives for the future of each participant involve them continuing to define their lives in relation

to others and their desire to help athers.

A continuous identity
Gergen (1994) arques that one of the characteristics of an intelligible narrative is that the participants identity is continuous or

coherent within the narrative.  This is clearly evident in the second plot, described as a dablity narrative. The participants
identity as "changing others' can be seen as being evident throughout their lives and the tory they tell. The difficulties that are
mentioned are told to illustrate the participants' own capahilities to assst others.

However one of the exceptions to the need for a continuous or coherent identity is if the Soryteller is explaining any change that
may occur across time. In Group 1, one of the consequences of the heroic saga of each participant wes the development of &
dterndive sory of their identity. The result of their experiencing and overcoming difficulties helped to restory the meaning they
ascribed to their lives in the research Situation. Each of the participants was thus engaging in a process of reauthoring their lives.
They were chdlenging the dominant Stories thet condtituted them and through the dtories they told of their lives ascribed new
meaning to their identities. This illustrates the narrative belief that our lives are continually being constructel. Our 'selves are not
fixed but rather the product of the meaning we give to our lives as we story them.

In order to understand the development of this re-athoring of identity that occurred within the stories of each research participant,
an understanding of the manner in which their identities were described as being socially condtituted needs to be discussed. Their
narratives provided evidence of the role thet higtorical context, socid Structures, prevailing culturd beliefs, and refationships have
in congtituting people's lives and defining their 'selves.

The impact of culture

Al eight participants identified themselves as belonging to the Xhosa culture and community. However that was where the
gmilaity between the two groups ended. Those in Group 2 gave their belonging to their culture a positive meaning. They
expressed a pride in their belonging to a long and impressive history, in having strong links with the past that continued into the

present. However, culture was not something that existed on its own and could not be challenged. Their stories highlighted
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ingtances in which they believed that their culture had been perverted and misused by men in order to bring about their way. They

defined their identity as Xhosa women in a postive light.

This was the opposite of the view of those of Group 1. They experienced the definition of the gendered role of women within
Xhosa culture as one of being inferior to men. They did not enjoy the same privileges and opportunities that were enjoyed by men,
smply because they were women. The role of a 'good woman was defined according to her meeting the established culturd and
socid dtandards of what a woman should be and how she should behave. Their identity was defined in relation to the needs and
wishes of men. This involved maintaining the home and looking after the interests of their mae partners and children. They
described themselves as being economically dependent and susceptible to gender-based violence because of the congtruction of
their gender within their culture. The participants raised the belief that men were the dominant gender and thought that they were
able to own women. Women were regarded as being the possession of men, who had the right to beat them if they did not ascribe
to this role of being a ‘good woman'. The role of women was thus described according to an essentidist outlook in which their
biologicd sex determined their value and possibilities for their lives. Thus the identity of women according to the dominant
cultural norm is developed within socid relations of ineguality (Richters, 1994).

The identity of the patticipants of Group 1 was in-part determined for them according to accepted ways of acting within the Xhosa
tradition. Families played an important role in transmitting these values to the participants, especidly through the examples of
their mother's or femde family relatives. These femde role models had aready been recruited into the dominant culturd narrative
of a woman's role and identity. Thus the participants learned that being female brought with it certain tasks and obligations which
they were expected to cary out. This often had to be done & persond expense. As women, their lives were interpreted and
evaluated againgt this prevailing culturd discourse of women and the meaning ascribed to their lives. Those who deviated from
this discourse were judged to be aberrant or problemdic. This was a powerful way in which their lives as women were
condtituted.

B. spoke of her relationship with a previous boyfriend. She said he believed that it was his right to get her to do whatever he
wanted her to do. "He was dways expecting me to do something for him and in the process I'll suffer. Tha's where | leamed to
sarifice everything | had because my mom told me if | don't do things like that then people are going to Start saying I'm not a
good woman.” Thus in B.'s life we can see how the canonical rules of behaving within her culture were passed on to her by her
mother. Her idess were not smply of her own invention, but part of the culturaly condtituted way of looking a lives and giving
meaning to it. In order for B. to be regarded as a “good woman”, it necessitated her sacrificing parts of her life to meet his wishes
and needs. Thus her story highlights the condtitutive power of the dominant cultural discourse.

While recognising the ways in which the seifregulation of women's lives was practiced, this was not the only reason why they
defined themselves as good Xhosa women and acted accordingly. To act in another manner meant the possibility of being beaten
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or abused. Living their lives as a 'good woman' was not merely understood as a cultural imperative by the members of Group 1,
but dso a survivd requirement. This idea of a ‘good woman' was transformed in the telling of their Sories. In order for the
participants to change themselves, they had to move away from accepting the canonical view to a new definition of their identity
& a ‘good” Xhosa woman. The ‘good woman' became transformed into a couragecus and capable woman, no longer dependent
on others. She iss capable of making decisions and caring for her own life and the lives of those she loves.

The two groups differed on their understanding of the manner in which violence was culturally sanctioned. For those in Group 1,
the Xhosa culture gave the right to men to act in a violent manner towards his partner. However, Group 2 chalenged this view.
They did not ascribe violence againgt women to culture, but rather to the perverson and misuse of culture by men. Culture was

used as an "excuse” by men to heat their partners (F.).

C. argued, “I wouldn't say it's a culture thing.... | don't want to say culture because there is a saying in Xhosa that says ‘you can't
hest a woman because we would not then make a home. So | wouldn't say it's our culture” C.'s view of culture is thet of a mord
force. | believe that the purpose behind C.'s argument was her trying to reconstruct the breskdown of moral thought and behaviour
in contemporary society. Thus her statement need not be viewed as an empirical one, but rather as a rhetorical device to challenge
those who invoke cultural tragitions as fixed, but digtort them for their own ends.

Recognising C.'s view of culture as a mora force links with Geertz (1993) who argues that “culture is the fabric of meaning in
terms of which human beings interpret their experience and quide their action; socid Structure is the form that action takes, the
actudlly exigting network of socid relations’ (p145).  Geertz (1993) further argues tha people's lives are "suspended in webs of
sonificance’ that they themselves have spun (p.5). These webs he refers to as culture. He argues that socid events, behaviours or
processes cannot be ascribed to culture. Rether culture is a context, within which people's lives can be thickly described, that is
they are able to be examined with reference to the manner they are produced, perceived and interpreted, and without which they
would not exist. Geertz (1993) argues that culture is an enacted public document. The symbols and language employed within a
paticular culture do not merely refer to objects, but are conditutive of the culture. Thus people’s actions hoth conditute and
provide meaning. In line with this understanding, Howard (1991) egues that culture can be viewed as a community of individuals

who share particular interpretations as central to the meaning of their lives and actions.

G. agued that while she was proud of her culture “there [were] things thet should be digged up, if it's culture to beat a woman
there are things to be thrown away’. Her view was that despite the condtitutive power of culture and the metanarratives that it
appeded to for judtifying itself, culture is not fixed, but dynamic. Culture can be changed if there were ways of being that were
harmful. F., who said, "people must be told that this part of culture is not the right thing", supported this.
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The belief expressed by the paticipants of Group 1, that gender-besed violence is sanctioned by prevaling cultural values was
further strengthened by their experiences in atempting to address issues of violence within their families in accordance with
culturally accepted mechanisms. According to Xhosa cultural practice a woman is entitled to go to her husband's refatives in order
to seek recourse if her husband acts in abusive ways. If nothing comes from this then she is entitied to report this behaviour to the
clan leaders and the emissaries who participated in the marriage arangements (Holomisa, 1999). However, to argue that these
mechanisms are impartia judges within the situation is to deny their culturdl and socia context. Their lives are dso socidly
condituted and their outliook “"shaped through the culturd weave of community discourse’ (Madigan, 1999p.2). These
mechanisms aso form part of a conservaive congtruction of the dominant community ciscourse. The experiences of participants
in this research however reved that these culturd mechanisms uphold the prevailing culturd discourse regarding men's power as
expressad in gender-based violence againgt their partners. This conception of mae privilege and the negative condruction of
women's identity were adhered to regardless of the circumstances regarding the behaviour of the mae in the relationgip.

However, agan a difference was noted in the manner in which the ories surrounding traditiond practices were told. The
purposes of the gtories highlighted different issues across the two groups.  For Group 1, these stories were used to highlight be
persond difficulties that the participants had experienced and which had limited their definition of themselves. In Group 2, these
stories were told to highlight persondl strength and determingtion to help others. The ability to challenge prevailing notions of

culture was aso illustrated. One example from each of the plot forms will be discussed.

E's dtory will be used as an example from Group 1. She spoke of the difficulties she was experiencing in her relationship with her
husoand and mother-in-law. She aso mentioned that she wes not dlowed to go and work, and was confined to the home.
However, going to her husband's family was not an option for her, and she was unable to retum to her own parents for what she
described as culturd issues. She sdd that as a newly wed in her family, she has “got no word.... I've got no words” Her voice had
heen silenced the moment she was married. She was unable to raise any protest about the behaviour of her husband towards her.
She was expected to accept what happened: "I must just do what they tell me and keep quiet”.

E. ds highlighted the traditiond Xhosa practice of lobola (the payment of a briderice to the man's future wife) as a
contributory factor to a negative congtruction of women's identity (Simons, 1997, Watts, Osman & Win, 19%). She said that men
helieved that they had bought the women and thus they were their possession to be trested any way they liked. This practice aso
made it difficult for a woman to retum home if her husband beat her. D., who sad “in some cases they (the parents of the brice)
use that lobola because there is no money now, no cows (as they have no other possessions to use)’, supported E.’'s words.
“Before there were cows, but now there is nothing and dl parents they use the money". Thus these participants argued that as
women they were trapped into an inferior identity because of this practice. Wheress the postion of the made in the dominant
culturd narrative was that of privilege and the power to effect their will (Smpson, 1999), there was an element of resigned
pessmism of the identity of women within these relationships and the gendered power structures which operates. E. summed it up
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by saying, "In our culture the wife has aways been beaten and you must stay whilst yu are beaten, because there are some laws

that you are going to die asin this home. Y ou must never go."

The meaning F. gave to events in her life were in marked contrast to those of E. Whereas E.'s story told of pain and hardship, and
a negative identity as a woman in the Xhosa culture, F.'s story emphasised a woman's ahility to challenge prevailing culturd
structures. This led to amore positive identity within the culture.

F. told of how her mother, after being repeatedly baitered by her father, went “to the relatives and the other family members’ to
ak for them to intervene in the gtuation. The children had dso been subject to his abuse. However, the elders instead of
condemning the violence sided with her father. "They said she must not talk when the man is taking. She mugt accept whatever he
is doing, whether it is right or wrong". This despite F. describing her mother as follows: "my mother is swollen al over, and is
having the blue eyes, and she looks o terrible”. F.'s mother continued in the relationship and o did the battery. She went again to
the elders of the family, and once again they ignored her pleas to get her husband to stop beating her.”

If F's mother had decided to hold to the prevailing cultural dictates of the means for dedling with problems, she would have
dtayed in the marriage. However, she did not do this. F. spoke in quieter, amost reverentia tones, when she spoke of her mother's
decision to leave her husband and bring an end to the abuse she was experiencing. "My mather got us together, and said we were
going. She said that it was no good for us to be like this [beaten] al the time. We were going to a better life. We were dl scared,
hut she took us (F. stops talking, while tears are visible in her eyes)...she took us and we left. She was a very strong woman.”
Despite atempts by her father to get F.'s mother back, she refused to go home. The elders dso came and asked her to refurn home,
but "she told them she was not going back. It was their fault she had stayed, and she was not ever going back to him".

It was this example which illustrated for F. the need to asist women and children experiencing violence and abuse. F. sad " |
think 1 can save people by telling them their rights. That they can...if they are in a abugve relationship they can be saved". F.'s
participation on the course was to enable her to carry out this hope that her mother had modeled to her. The events surrounding
prevailing cultural practices were similar for E. and F. however, the meaning these events were given differed. The enckpoint of

the story influenced the manner in which their stories were told and the identity they described.

A further example of the different meanings participants gave to Smilar events in seen in stories of children whese father wes not
the man the mother married. According to Xhosa culture children are the responsibility of the mother and her family and are not to
he brought into the new family being established (Holomisa, 1999). The issuer of girl children's position i culture was raise twice
during the interviews. A. was amember of Group 2, while E. amember of Group 1.
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In As case she wes born before her mother married, the child of another man. Because of this she had to go and live with her
grandmother as she was not welcomed into the mother's new home, before being moved to the home of her mother's brother.
Eventually the abuse of her uncle and aunt led to her being taken into the mother's home. However, she was never able to fed a
member of the family. She aways felt like an “outsider”.

If A. had left this story there it may have been viewed as a negative influence in her life. However, A. continues to give this event
a more positive outlook. She poke of how this experience had mede her more aware of others who were in Similar Situations. She
linked up with four girls & her school who she discovered were experiencing Similar difficulties. These friendships enabled her to
cope with the difficulties a home. "They made me fed good about myself, we were very close. We used to study and do things
together. Sometimes they would come to the house and we would play some games and talk." | asked what she had leamed most
from these friends. She replied " | felt like | belonged somewhere and they loved me. We used to dream of wha we would become
when we were adults”. It was a this time that A.'s dream to help others started surfacing. She decided with the support of her
friends that she would study to become a Socid Worker, "I like to help people and | love people and my friends dways encourage
me to become one because they said | would be good & it However, financid difficulties meant that A. was never able to fulfil
these dreams. But she sad the wish to help others dways stayed with her. She had "gone through pain and now | wanted to show
others they could change their lives and that there were others who supported them”. Attending the training course would enable

her to meet this dream of "becoming a counsellor to help other people”.

Whereas A. spoke from the position of hersdlf as a child and how her identity as a helper was condtituted, E. spoke from the
position of a mother. Her firg child, a daughter, was bom from another man, before she met and married her present husband. E
Sys it is difficult for her to take the child and go and live in her husband's home. One of the reasons that she gave for this
difficulty was that “they said me, as a that (pause while E. begins to cry) | want to feed this girl with their brother's money, many
things like that." The family dso behaves in an abusive manner towards E.'s daughter if she is present in the home. E. contrasted
this behaviour towards her daughter with the family's behaviour towards her husband's son. This son was bomn to another mother
hefore he maried E. Yet E arqued the son has been assmilated into the family, despite the child's mother being capable of
looking after him. E. is expected to tregt the boy well and like heis her own child.

E. includes these events describing discrimination towards her daughter on the basis of gender as illustrating her being recruited
into a position of powerlessness within the family and her understanding of her identity being condtituted as being inferior within

the relationship and culture.
The belief that their lives were being defined in negative terms meant that the participants of Group 1, described experiences

where they believed that the violence and abuse they experienced was their own fault. Pat of changing their lives was to
recognise these instances and congtruct alternate stories.
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Discourses privilege certain understandings and inhibit or deny other perspectives by referring to metanaratives. Thus their
power is regarded as being normal and natural. Holland, Lachiotte, Skinner & Cain (1998) argue that one of the ways in which
this interndlised regulatory mechanism is seen is through the evaluative discourse of inner censure which has helped to divorce
women from each other. Women accept the definition of what condtitutes a 'good woman' in order b avoid negative evauations of
themsdlves. Thus blame is ascribed to women if they are beaten. It is their fault, they have provoked or even supported and
encouraged the violence (Jenkins, 1997). This is evident in B.'s tory. She spoke of how she believed that men's violence was
appropriate given that women do not fulfill their accepted roles and values, that is, women ae not being the ‘good woman'. Thus
B. agued that she previoudy believed that "if women are beaten it means that they are wrong". Violece is regarded as being the
"normal” and acceptable response of men towards women in this Sitution (Jenking, 1997).

The condtitutive power of this discourse is further recognised in the belief that if a woman is beaten, it means that the man who
perpetrated the abuse loves her and wants what is best for her. D. said, "some people think that if a man ignores what his wife does
wrong, it shows he is not interested in her life". This is perhaps one of the most pernicious ways tht patriarchd power regulates
the lives of women. Gender-based violence is recognised as being for the benefit of women, and its role as a mechanism of socid
control privileged by the dominant culturdl discourse goes unchallenged (Pressmann, 1994). However, the participants in their life
stories challenged this view of gender-based violence being a reflection of mae interes and love. E. summarized their chdlenge
by arquing “that's not love, beatings is not love. Beat you by sticks and some women by gamboks, a the end of the day to say |
beat you because | love you...[she silently shook her said, as if saying 'no, that's not love]".

The Group 1 participants used these stories of violence and abuse s a literary device to retumn to their identities as participants on
the training course that they had begun their tories with. By illustrating their opposition to these beliefs these participants showed
the manner in which they were changing their own lives. They were no longer bound by the traditiond and dominant culturd
understendings thet had condtructed their identity. They were in the process of reaithoring their lives. This was the mgor
importance of being a participant on the training course. Their stories illustrated how they were overcoming the beliefs and values
which fad, in D's words, "made me think | was so bad and useless for such a time". It enabled them to put this reauthoring into
effect in ther lives. This meaning is different to that of Group 2, who used Stories of culture to illustrate and confirm their desie

to help women who were experiencing violence.

The impact of context

The narrative approach recognises that the tories people live by have been condtructed within a particular history and context of
socid dtructures and ingtitutions, and in relationship to others (White, 1991). People's dtories cannot be separated from thelr
hioricd context. The history of South Africa, which underlies the lives of al participants, is that of the movement of South
Africa from the oppresson of Apartheid to democracy. A history of colonialism, apartheid and armed struggle, socia destruction
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and economic impoverishment has al contributed to a society tortured by violence. The identities of the participants in this
research have heen condtituted in a gender system that has been socially and politically Sructured.

However as with culturd issues, the meanings given to events and experiences within the participants socid and historical context
differ across the groups. For group 2, the meanings ascribed relate to felping others. The following story told by A. illustrates this.
A. described her experience as a young woman during the sruggle for Liberation thus.  “It was a time when nothing else was
important other than changing the country, gefting rid of Apartheid. All the things we did was meant to help getting rid of the
Boers. This was what we had to hope for, not hope for ourselves. One day coming back home after school, | was stopped by a
group of comrades. They pushed me around, and swore & me and caled me fames. | went home crying, but wes told that they

were comrades fighting [the Nationalist government] and that | must not say anything. | must just not go that way again.”

Although she was told not to say anything A. informed her friends of this incident. "I told them that they, must aso be careful. We
had heard some stories of other things happening to girls too. | told them so that maybe it would not happen to them."

Thus A. experienced her individuality being subsumed hy the struggle to end Apartheid. Her persond experiences were not seen
as aufficient to chdlenge the prevailing socid discourse of liberation. However, by not keeping quiet and through sharing her

experience with her friends she engaged in a process of subverting the Silence surrounding such incidents (Maboe, 1994).

The social contexts the participants lived in were also discussed in similar terms. The emphasisin group 2's stories was not on
making a difference in their own lives, but the focus instead was on the community and they placed greater emphasis on the
Situation of others. F. spoke of the Situation in her community thus: " People are victims first of dll. The victims of crime. Children
are abused. Women are abused. And then there is lots of diseases. The community is just upside down". For these five participants
the meaning given to the context they described focussed on themselves as "helpers' (A.; C.; F. and H.); saviours (F.) and
"providers' (A.; F. and G.). They discussed their identities in relational terms. These descriptions alo provided evidence of
persond skills and ahilities that they could share with others.

This was aso seen in the description of growing up in contexts of rurd poverty given by two members of Group 2. They spoke of
difficulties with regards to attending school, and shortages of basic necessities like food and clothing. However, both G. and H.
spoke of the achievements during and despite these difficult times.

G. fell pregnant while in Standard Six. She left school and found part-time work © support her and her baby. After working for

five years she went back to school and continued to tertiary training. G. looked back over her early life and concluded, "I'm very

proud of me. | didn't know that I'd be here [on the course] hecause of my life as a child of poor parents”
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Her experiences while growing up in the rurdl Eastern Cape taught H to be independent. She lived with her grandmother, who was
able to provide very little for the family. Her mother was a teacher and she was only home during veekends. H. recounts these
times and her response to the difficulties faced as follows: "It was a drain on my mother, her being a single parent. There was very
little money for us. She had to take care of four of us, you know, plus my grandmother. So things were not very eesy." H. decided
thet she needed to assist her mother and help provide for the family. " As a result | started doing things like buying sweets, selling
them at school for pocket money and food for the house. Just to give my mother a bit d relief. Then | wouldn't need to ask her for
money. | would buy the things myself. Sometimes a pair of shoes. Sometimes help the others buy things with the money | had and
since then until now | am areally independent person.”

The participants of Group 2 develop the ahility to overcome their contextua congtraints through helping others. However, this is
not the same for those of Group 1. The effect of living within a context violence and fear, leads them to chalenge themselves in
order to overcome their contextual congtraints.

The margindisation and inferiority described by the participants of Group 1 while discussing issues of culture were repeated in
their discussons of their social context. Thus B. described her life as being “contaminated by the things happening in the
townships’.  Her life could not he seen as separate from what was happening around them and these experiences contributed to the
meaning she gave to her identity and life. Each of these three participants recited a litany of socid ills. These included violence
and the actions of gang members; ongoing crime; poverty and economic hardship.

Group 1 participants characterized their lives as “filled with fea” because of the high levels of crime and genderbased violence in
particular that inhabit their socia context. This has negative results for individud woman and the entire community. E. spoke in
great detail about the crime and gender-based violence that exists in the community in which she lives. She argued that the
weskes members of the community were targeted by the gangs namely the eldedly and women.  The research participants
acknowledged the terror of living with the constant threat of the gangs that inhabit their communities. These gangs use sexual
violence againgt especialy young women. As women they did not have the freedom to go where they wanted, when and if they
wanted. They spoke of dtaying inside after it became dark in the hope thet they would not be attacked in their home. The meaning
the participants ascribed to these experiences of the presence of gangs provided insight into how their identities as women were
further restricted by their own sense of marginalisation and inferiority (Brownmiller, 1975; Simpson, 1999).

Crime and gender-hased violence was described is a daily occurrence in the socid contexts of the Group 1 participants. This has
two results on the manner in which they interpret their lives. Firslly, they live in condtant fear of crime and violence. Secondly,
they expect to be victims a some tme. It is dmost predestined thet they will experience some form of crime and violence. In
defining themselves as victims or potential victims, people get stuck in what White (1989) hes described as a “problem-saturated
description” of community life (p.5). The continuing and often increasing context of crime and violence, and the seeming failure
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of politicdl, judicid and community initiatives to halt the violence, serve to confirm the presence of *"various negative persond
and relationship qualities or attributes” within the participants (White, 1989,p.5). The Group 1 participants described their identity
within these socid contexts as being vulnerable and powerless in the face of such crime and violence. Thus E. was able to
conclude, “It is scary to be a woman sometimes.” Stanko (1990) arques that this is “a logicd assessment” of women's and the
dderly's ability to defend themselves in the face of mae assalants’ (p84). She dso identifies this fear as a form of socid control
over women. Women's movements are redtricted, and they are taught to rely on men for their safety and protection. This

maintains the dominant patriarchal view.

The importance of being a participant on the training course was seen in the way in which the Group 1 participants reauthored
their lives. Their being on the course was to change their lives and the conditions they lived under. They believed that through the
knowledge and kills they would obtain on the course they would be in a position to participate in efforts to change their lives.
Thus B. exclaimed, "I don't want to live being scared like this all the time. It's not right that we [women] must sit a home and men

can go where they want. | want to be able to do things too. | want my life to change. Things must become better".

The identity described by each of these three Group 1 participants moved from that of victim to "survivor". They no longer spoke
of dill enduring the hardships rather that in the process of being on the training course they had recognised themselves as being
survivors. This provided the opportunity for them to continue in the process of re-authoring their lives. This provided space for
persond agency. They were now able to Spesk of decisions that "I had made, instead of focussing on the manner in which their
lives were congtituted from other influences.

The role of caregivers and other relationships of significance

The magjor sites of relationship highlighted in the lives of the participants of the research that helped to shape their identity were
familial relationships and relationships with a partner. Within each of these Holland et d (1998) argue that our communications
with each other not only convey messages, but aso make claims about who we are relative to one another and the nature d our
relationships. Thus the discourses of relationships influgnce the meaning that people give to their lives and the manner in which
their identity is congtituted.

The participants in Group 1 of the research al highlighted events of their childhood as a member of their family of origin.  The
meanings they gave to these events were an important aspect of chalenging the manner in which their lives were congtructed in
other situations. They were able to use these stories as a means to reauthor their lives. Their stories were not similar in meaning,
for example while E. ascribed a very postive meaning to her early family life, B. did not. However, both used their experiences to
re-author their identity.

28



E. described the ealy years of her life with gred sdifaction. She hed lived with her family in the rurd aress of the Eastern Cape.
This was an idyllic time for her. She spoke of lots of good times, and how her experience of the positive relationship between her
faher and mother enabled her to find vaue in her life. During this subplot of her tory, she mentioned how chores were
determined and that her brothers were expected to asist their father while her and sigters were expected to help her mother in the
house; “I leamed to cook and look after a house very young." E. did not recognize this gendered division of labor as perpetuaing
mae dominance and privilege in any way, nor providing varying forms of opportunities that were denied to her. Instead being part

of her family was atime of fulfillment and happiness. Paramount to this was her being treated with respect and love.

The manner in which she ories this part of her life as posiive was Significant given that she first mentioned it in the context of
talking of her present Stuation. Since being married she has not enjoyed the same respect and value that was given to her in her
family of origin. “I do not count to them”, she said, “I am jugt there to do the things”. Her identity is constructed as being inferior
to her husband and his family. In this, the knowledge she had of her own value, which was condituted through her positive
experiences when she was with her family of origin, was subjugated by the dominant patriarchd discourse in her maritd family.
She is not included in any family discussions and is left feding like an observer in her new family. “It's like | am looking in &
them, | cannot say a thing." She is not entitled to voice her opinion on the manner in which the house is run. Her husband's
mother tells her what to do. If she does not act accordingly, her mother-in-law tells her husband, who, while never using physica
violence, verbally abuses her and treats her badly until she gpologizes to her mother-in-law and does what she is told in an
appropriate manner. She dso feds that her identity is devalued, because her husband prohibits her from working, this despite his
heing retrenched from his employment. Her identity is thus defined in relation to her role in the home. She was also prohibited
from knowing wha her husband earned when he was working. It was his money thet he would choose what to do with. She hed

no say in the matter, so she need not know what he was earning anyway.

E’s life story thus includes two Sites of relationships, her family of origin and the family she has married into. She contrasts the
two experiences. Whereas her family-of-origin provided her with an identity which was to be vaued, her identity within her
maitd family she dores as the opposite. The juxtaposition of these two stories enables the listener to gauge E's present
difficulties in defining herself within her maritd family in a dramaic manner. However from a therapeutic viewpaint it adso
provides what White (1989; 1991, 1994; White and Epston, 1990) has called a unique outcome. He argues that as people engage
in a process of sorying their lives, alternate practices, which contradict the dominant or totdising ories that condtitute people's
lives, are able to be identified. Through engaging in performances of new meaning with these unique outcomes, people are able to
plot an dternate story of their life (White, 1989). The juxtaposition of these two dtories of subjective selves provides evidence of
the manner in which E. is able to positively describe her self and her hopes and vdues in the face of her negatively vaued sdif in
her marital family.
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D. spoke & length of times of sorrow and lack within her family of origin. She fell pregnant when she was a "little girl". This led
to her being rejected by her family, "I grow in frudration because my family is negative towards me because I've done a wrong
thing to have a child before time". D. speaks of having a "negative mother” with a "bad attitude’ towards her. D. concluded
talking about her mother by saying, "she has not got enough love."

White (1995) writes that a culture has a story of dominant mora worth. The ideas and beliefs that accompany this dominant tory
ae presriptions of culturd preferences. Thus D.'s identity was doried within a mord framework. This was premied by the
belief that sex outside of marriage was wrong. When D. fell pregnant, others thus isolated her because of the ways in which
culture informed and gave meaning to her behavioural practices.

However D. did not ascribe a negative meaning to her expaiences with her family, especially her mother. In her nartive, she
follows this account of her relationship with her mother, by discussing her children. She contrasts the manner in which she treats
her children with the manner in which she was treated & home. Where D. experienced rejection from her family, she spesks of
trying to show her children love dl the time and of trying to provide for them. Her experiences with her mother have mede her
more caring and loving towards her own children. She has leant of the "things that children mugt have if they are to be happy, like
love and respect and not rejecting them". Thus the event is storied in such away that it provided lessons for D. to use in her life &
a mother. The issue of persond agency is highlighted, as D. is able to choose an atemate Sory of being a mother. She does not
define her identity in the same way as was defined to her by her mother. This illustrates White's belief that a condtitutionalist
perspective does not imply that people’s lives are fixed according to their experience and socid and culturd congtructs. People

story their lives and give meaning to them in a manner which “emphasises agency and the subject” (White, 1992,p.41).

Each participant of Group 2 highlighted a positive matriarchd role in congtructing the meaning that they ascribed to their lives.
This figure wes ather their mother or matema grandmother. The events recounted occurred while il of school-going age and
younger. The matriarchdl figure was placed in the position of rescuer and protector, and as a provider.

The matriachd figure assumed the role of rescuer and protector when the participant was removed from places where they

experienced abuse or else sheftered them from violence within the home.

F. told of an incident when her father assaulted her mother and herself. "My father was drinking too much. He dso beats my
mother; he aso beats al of us. My mother helped us outside while he ... he's il beating her [pause while F. begins to cry]
and...then she tdlls us to go outside and ask for a place to deep by the neighbours. All while he is beating her up. We go and deep
by the neighbours but not her. She didn't run. She got us out, not her [F. begins to cry again]”.
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F.'s story continueg by telling of how her mother never Ieft her husband until she had been to their refatives twice and had
received no help. Her mother then becomes a more powerful figure. Instead of Saying and the violence continuing, F.'s mother
finds a place for her and her children to stay and leaves her husband. F.’s mother's action in leaving creates a safe environment
for her children. F. spoke of how her life improved: “We stay and we stay all together and my father was living done. We were
staying with my mother, and then | try and do my studies well because we were no longer in that situation. We were living
nicdly”. ThusF.'s portraya of her mother is of a protector who rescues her from harm. The influence of this action on F. affects
more than her daily life. The event of her mother protecting and rescuing her gave her the opportunity to give meaning to the
event in shaping her dreams for her life. F. spoke of her wanting to help other people who were in the same Situation as she wes
in. She began to dream of being a social worker and of saving others; I think | can save other people by telling them thelr rights.

That they can [pause while F. cries] if they are in abusive relationghips, they can be saved”.

A further positive aspect of matriarchal figures was that of being aloving provider. C. provides an example of a matriarchal
figure as aloving provider. C. spoke of township life and the difficulties she experienced growing up. She stayed with her aunt
while she began school. All was well until she reached puberty. She had to spend a lot of time in with her uncle done. This
made life very uncomfortable for her because *he aways wanted to be close to me and try and touch me and that.” She moved
out of her aunt's home to be back with her parents.

While a home, C. said she saw a large number of children who were hungry and belonging to gangs “ because they got nowhere to
0o, no home.” It was here that she recognised the service her mother provides to others. Although there were no children in the
house gpart from C., she said “You know, if you go to my place you'd think there were lots of children there, but there is no-one.
There are children especially during the lunch hour. So what happens during lunch hour, the little one’s go to my mom and ask
for bread everyday. Everyday and she'd give them bread and something to drink.”

C. identified these actions she witnessed performed by her mother as the reason why she places a high value on people and the
related importance of helping to provide their needs. The narrative continued with C. expressing her wish to be involved in
“doing something for my community.”

The role played by grandmothers was seen in interviews with A. and H.  In both cases their grandmother had to look fter them
because of difficulties their mothers experienced. H.'s grandmother had to assigt in bringing H. up, as her mother was a teacher,
working on a farm a distance from where they lived, o H.'s grandmother “had to give ahand”. H. remembered instances where
people would come to her grandmother for help: “Maybe they needed help with this and thet, they'd come to her. And then would
sometimes [pause while H. begins to cry quietly].... We used to sit. She would tell us stories of her helping people, things like
that”. H. said that it was because of her grandmother’s example that she wanted to help others when they're in need of help: “|
looked & her and thought, * Jeez, she's to me the person.”
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A. had been born before her mother was married. When her mother later married A. wes left with her grandmother, as her

mother's new husband was not the father. Although her grandmother diied when she was “very young”, A. spoke with great
fondness of her. She has helped her she was left by her mother and had shown great love towards A. After her grandmother died,
A. was sent to live with her aunt. A. was beaten badly by her uncle during this time and her mother came to fetch her. Although
her mother is portrayed in the role as a rescuer in this instance, A. gave very little meaning to living with her mother, “It was okay,
but | never thought | belong there, but it was okay.” Clearly A. gave prime place to her grandmother as the person who cared for
her. It was her grandmother's example of caring and her subseguent difficult experiences that A. identifies as the reason for her
desire to work with people who suffer especidly chilaren.

Clearly the events and experiences of the Group 2 research participants lives have led them to identify a matriarchal influence in
their life. While their experiences have not aways been positive, they have Storied their livesin such a manner that the meaning
given to these events are identified as one of the reasons why they became a candidate for the counselling course and wished to

offer their services as voluntegrs,

The other relational Site mentioned by those in Group 2, was that of relationships with their partners. C. and H. spoke of how they
had been recruited into the idea thet their wishes were subsarvient to that of their male partners during their relationship with
them. Their partners during these relationships conducted this recruitment through the use of violence and threats of violence
agang them. However through these experiences, and their own agency, these women were dtrengthened in their wish to help
others. These incidents were told to reflect the persond strength and character that the participants had shown, and which was to
be used for others. H.'s story will be used to illustrate this.

H. described her relationship thus. Her experience was with a partner she labeled as "a devious thing". He was a policeman and
ten years older than she was. "Well a firs we were in love. He was working. He gave me money. He did everything thet my
mom could never do for me when | was dill a child. | just went on with the afar and then there came a time when problems
Sarted in the relationship”. H.'s partner would date other women while going out with H. He would not let her question him about
this. "He would deny to me and if | darted shouting a him, like 'you lying, you lying, then he would smack me". This was a
frequent occurrence in the relationship. “He said he would shoot me if | ever tried to leave him. | knew he had a gun and 0 | was

very scared.

H. persisted in this relationship for a year before she was able to leave him. "I just did it and here | am. | told mysdf This is
enough. He can do whatever he wants. And | left him, | sad | was not going with him any more" H.'s actions in leaving her
partner left her feding relieved. "I didn't regret leaving him a dl. | discovered it wes the best favour | could have done myself and
dways felt maybe | should have done it long time ago." H. describes herself as "brave" and "determined” in the manner in which
she left this abusive partner.
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This experience contributed to H.'s "desire" to help others to change their lives. "I need to be able to help people when they ae in
need. | need to be there when they need someone to talk to. Those who come to me, Il a least be able to help them, be able to say

something."

Through their experiences al eight of the participants were dso able to recognise dtemate tories of identity in the ways in which
their lives have been condtituted through relationships. Their stories aso show how peoplé's identity is not fixed across dl
relationships, but develops within each relationd context. Thus people are able to experience different selves in  different
relationships. People’s “sense of identity is very sgnificantly determined by [their] experience of other people's experience of
who [they are]” (White, 1995,0.97).

Re-authoring women's lives

The tories of the participants in the research have been privileged, as has the meaning they have ascribed to their lives and
identity in light of their naming the story of this research "Changing ourselves, Changing others'. It isin this process that the
emergent nature of their identity as participants on a training course for volunteers within a NGO that adldresses issues of gender-

based violence is made known.

Holland et d (1998) writes that people live in socid contexts where many different, often conflicting, discourses operate. The
discourse of the human rights of women provided a conflicting voice to the voice of the culturd and socid norms and values the
participants of hoth groups recognised. In this they were placed in a postion to recognise the way in which broader political and
socid change within South Africa have impacted on their lives. Through the Human Rights discourse they were now hearing an
dternative dory of how their identity could be constructed. This voice was strengthened by their participation in the training
course & the NGO. This discourse enabled them to reach the point of engaging in a process of renaming violence, thus creating
the opportunity for the participants to create dtemate narratives of their lives. They were able to engage in changing themselves,
as therr identity was no longer limited to being a victim of gender-based violence. They were dso able to bange the lives of
others, as they now able to engage in activism to combat gender-based violence.

White (1995) arques that gender-hased violence results in effects thet “are highly impoverishing to the person’s life' and identity
(p82). The experience of gende-based violence recruits women into a very negative sory of their identity, thus making it more
likely that these women will story their experiences in a negative manner. Thus many women's understandings feature themes of
culpability and unworthiness, that they deserved the abuse, or could have stopped it if they redly wanted to. Their lives become
informed by oppression, exploitation, despair, and personal impoverishment (White, 1989).

For the participants in Group 1 ingtead of interpreting gencer-based violence as something deserved or regarding themselves as
unworthy, they were able to story their experiences of abuse as "exploitation” (B. and E.), "hurting" (E.), and "torture" (D.) among
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others. For the participants of Group 2 the reinterprefdion of gender-base violence took the form of outrage, passion for justice,
and of assigting others to address this injustice. “These are expressions of that experience that brings with them very different redl
effects on the shepe of ther lives, effects that are judged to be constructive rather than destructive” (White, 1995,p.84). Thus an
dternate story of the meaning of violence leads to different and more positive stories of identity.

Naming gender-based violence thus enabled the participants to be in a position to chalenge this violence and its effects. This
challenge is on both a persondl and societd level. This enabled them to join in the work of organizations such as the NGO in this
Sudy and work towards the eradication of gender-based violence. For this reason too, many organisations thet deal with women
who have and ae experiencing gender-based violence encourage women who were previoudy in such a postion to work with

those currently experiencing gender-based violence (Whalen, 1996).

White (1991) emphasizes the role of personal agency in reauthoring lives. This agency is reflected in the stories of the
participants of this research. This meaning is also defined within the realm of activity. The activities of the research participantsin
their own communities are perhaps the beginning of Korten's Fourth Strategy in the development of NGO's.

Each participant of Group 2 describes herself as wanting to engage in activities that benefit others. This has been seen in the lives
of the research participants since my first contact with them and their completion of the training course. Due to interna changes in
the NGO, no volunteers are working within the organisation at present. However this has not stopped the research participants
from carrying out their goal to help other women. Both A. and F. have begun groups within community. The purpose of these
groups is “to teach the women about violence and that it is wrong for us to be beaten. We can aso help each other and know we
are together.” Thus these groups provide an altemate story of their value and place within their social and cultural context. G. has
made contacts with the schools and police forums in her community and has conducted workshaps within these settings. Her work
has been highly praised by the headmaster of the High Schoal in her community.

However, it is not just Group 2 participants who have embarked on a programme of action. D. and E. from Group 1 have ds0
hecome involved in organizing the women of their community. D. explained; "I want to share with others the way in which | have
changed, and my life has been made better". E. has returned to the NGO and organised workshops to be conducted by the
Organisation's taff in her community. She has gone out and informed the women of her community of the workshops and the
reasons why they should join.

Conclusion
This study has shown how people's identity is both multi-gited and multi-storied. Ingtead of viewing seif as a fixed or Saic
notion, the narative perspective has shown how people's lives are shaped according to the prevailing discourses available to

them. These discourses are never neutrd, neither are their effects. They serve a purpose within the prevailing socid and culturd
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context. Through these discourses people are recruited into understandings of their identity. This Sudy has aso shown how these

discourses are interndised and thus form part of a Selfregulaion of behaviour. However, they are dso enforced through more

direct uses of power.

However, this sudy has dso shown that dominant discourses can be chalenged. While these metanarratives proclam absolute
truth and demand obedience from people, it is possible through engaging in a process of decondtruction to challenge their power
hase and underlying assumptions. Thus people are enabled to condtruct dternate Stories of their lives. It is in this process of re
arthoring that the emergent nature of people’s identities is highlighted. These emergent identities in no way reflect a ‘true
identity, as they cannot be regarded as neutrdl in congtruction. They are the result of dltemate discourses. The discourse of Human
Rights, which has influenced the participants in restorying their lives, is not neutral. Rether it holds to certain basic values and
beliefs about people and the manner in which they should live their lives. Failure to recognise this aspect of any dtemate story
resUlts in a reffication of the story and creetes another metanarrative that cannot be challenged. It becomes the ‘true’ story of life

The desre of the paticipants to work & a volunteer hes been facilitated through the emergent discourse of an dternate Story
informed by the Human Rights discourse and their active participation in ascribing new meaning to their lives. This was
strengthened by their participation on the training course run by the NGO. It has provided greater options in their lives, one of
which has been to volunteer their services to the NGO discussed in this study. They have been able to protest the dominant
naratives that have condtituted their lives and have begun to engage in a process that they have titled “Changing ourselves,
Changing others’.

The results of this study indicate that NGO's must not view the fecilitation of training courses as an end in themselves. Training
courses need to be recognised not merely as means of information sharing, capecity building and selection for future work within
the organisation. Rather they need to be viewed as a Setting wherein those who participate in the training courses can re-author
their lives, and challenge those dominant discourses that they recognise as impacting on their identity. Provison must be made
within training courses for the participants to examine their lives, relationships and context in order to engage in this re-authoring

[rocess.
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