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During the past two decades, there has been an increased focus on vic-
tims within transitional justice processes,1 not least among truth com-
missions. However, to date, very little empirical research has examined 
what this portends for individual victims. Purportedly “victim-centered” 
mechanisms, truth commissions have been considered to provide various 
benefits for victims of mass violence, including opportunities for par-
ticipation and healing.2 These institutions have commonly been praised 
for their inherently participatory nature, which some have proposed is 
at the root of their healing potential (Freeman and Hayner 2003). It has 
 nevertheless been argued that still more needs to be done to tend to those 
affected by armed conflict, particularly in terms of bolstering “bottom-
up” approaches that rely on broad public consultation about the work 
of truth commissions and that include strategies grounded in local norms 
(Betts 2005; Lundy and McGovern 2008). Steeping transitional processes 
in local expectations and traditions, this article argues, may be crucial to 
limiting re-victimization and to promoting truth-commission goals such 
as reconciliation and healing for individuals who participate. 

Despite an increased focus on encouraging victim participation in tran-
sitional justice mechanisms, which some have argued is beneficial for vic-
tims (Freeman and Hayner 2003; O’Connell 2005; Roht-Arriaza 1995), 
the current body of transitional justice literature does not go far enough in 
its exploration of how the sociocultural complexities surrounding public 
truth telling affect victims in transitional settings. In this article, I intend to 
promote a deeper discussion of this issue in the context of truth commis-
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sions by highlighting several findings from recent field research in Solo-
mon Islands and Timor-Leste. Responses from nineteen semi-structured 
interviews I conducted in these settings suggest that the truth-commission 
processes in each country may have missed the mark in terms of respecting 
sociocultural values as well as local norms and the expectations of those 
who participated in their national public hearings.3 Interview responses 
from each setting suggest that victims continue to be overlooked at a fun-
damental level. Based on the data obtained from this study, it appears 
that ignoring sociocultural values and local norms may cause negative 
consequences for victims, including hindering their ability to move beyond 
their past trauma as well as inciting distress, worry, and confusion. Thus, 
it is valuable to examine this issue in the context of truth commissions, 
which often make claims about how they will benefit victims and provide 
opportunities for “healing.” Because of the small sample population in 
this study, I do not purport that the issues discussed here are necessar-
ily representative of all victims in each setting. I instead use these find-
ings to illustrate the sentiments of some victims so as to highlight poten-
tially problematic issues that arise within truth commissions when local 
norms and values are ignored, in order to pave the way for more extensive 
research on this subject. 

The findings presented in this article were discovered during my doc-
toral research, which examined the impact of public truth telling on victim 
healing in post-conflict settings.4 Within this project, I was specifically 
investigating how having voice—a key component of procedural justice 
defined as the ability of individuals to express their views and opinions in 
a justice or decision-making process (Lind and Tyler 1988; Folger 1977)—
may facilitate the creation of pathways that link truth telling to victim 
healing. To address this topic, I interviewed nineteen victims who had 
given public testimony during the Solomon Islands Truth and Reconcili-
ation Commission (trc) or the Commission for Reception, Truth, and 
Reconciliation in Timor-Leste (known by its Portuguese acronym cavr). 
In designing the study, I had not explicitly intended to explore the cultural 
dimensions of truth telling within these research contexts; however, an 
analysis of the interview responses revealed that interviewees in both con-
texts took issue with what they perceived to be an incompatibility between 
their own sociocultural values and expectations and the work of their 
country’s truth commission. For instance, respondents in both countries 
called attention to their sense that speaking about “women’s issues,” or 
sexual violence, in the public forum provided by the truth commission was 
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inappropriate, and for some this was quite disconcerting, if not distressing. 
In Solomon Islands, discontent with the trc extended beyond this issue to 
also include a sense of lack of ownership of the process and a perception 
that the past should, in essence, be “forgotten” and not aired in front of 
others. Although truth commissions are commonly associated with the 
intention of focusing on and supporting victims, these subjects brought up 
by interviewees suggest that each commission may have not adequately 
considered the local context in which they were created, which negatively 
affected some victims. Thus this topic is worthy of further exploration and 
discussion within the field from both theoretical and practical standpoints. 

I first discuss the increased focus on victims within transitional justice 
to lay the foundation for the remainder of the article. Next, I highlight 
the relationship between publicly speaking about sexual violence and 
local norms in post-conflict settings, along with a discussion of the role 
of silence, or “forgetting,” for victims after trauma. Thereafter, I briefly 
outline the methods used during field research in Solomon Islands and 
Timor-Leste. This is followed by a short background of each case and a 
comparison of several key components of each truth commission that are 
of particular relevance to this article. Then, I present the findings obtained 
from semi-structured interviews, paving the way for a discussion of their 
implications. I conclude with recommendations for future truth commis-
sions and directions for further research. 

Transitional Justice and Focus on Victims

During the past two decades, victims have increasingly become a central 
focus of transitional justice processes, particularly within truth commis-
sions. Not only have victims’ rights increased in the field since the Rome 
Statute of the International Criminal Court was developed in 1998, but 
victims themselves have progressively been placed in the spotlight of these 
processes, often being encouraged to participate by providing eyewitness 
testimony (Humphrey 2003). Illustrating one facet of this increased focus 
on victim participation in truth commissions, the last decade has seen 
a steep rise in public, as opposed to closed, hearings, such that victims 
have essentially become the “face” of these institutions (Guthrey 2015). 
However, it is debatable whether victims are actually benefiting when 
they are placed at the center of truth commissions’ work. Erin Baines 
described how, despite the rapid growth of transitional justice in the past 
two decades, “transitional justice mechanisms are increasingly scrutinized 
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for their impact on the lives of those most affected, the ‘victims’” (2010, 
413). Arguably, this scrutiny comes from questions that remain unan-
swered regarding how victims benefit from these processes, particularly 
because evaluation of these mechanisms continues to be limited. The lack 
of attention focused on providing desirable benefits to victims may also 
be a symptom of the “top-down” approach of many transitional justice 
strategies, as illustrated by Patricia Lundy and Mark McGovern’s concern 
that these “initiatives tend to be donor-driven, rather than responsive to 
the needs or wants of people themselves” (2008, 275). Hence, the imple-
mentation of transitional strategies that are primarily conceived of from 
above run the risk of overlooking individual victims, as the strategies may 
ultimately lack local-level relevance. 

Increasingly, scholars and practitioners are calling attention to the 
“templatization” (Subotić 2012, 121) or the “one-size-fits-all” approach 
that appears to be the current norm in formulating transitional justice 
strategies (Baines 2010; Betts 2005; Lundy and McGovern 2008; Orentli-
cher 2007). Instead of carefully adapting each process to the context and 
local needs of those affected by violence, transitional justice strategies 
often ignore “the complex local dynamics that are most relevant to peo-
ple’s lives” (Baines 2010, 415). Gearoid Millar acknowledged that truth 
commissions evolve “incrementally from case to case,” but as his ethno-
graphic research in Sierra Leone indicates, these processes are not always 
perceived as having “local cultural salience and a connection to the norms 
and expectations of the local community” (2011, 178, 182). This argu-
ably has ramifications for how “successful” a transitional justice process 
will be at addressing the needs of individuals and complying with human 
rights standards in the wake of mass violence. 

Further to this point, existing literature proposes that the absence of 
transitional justice mechanisms that are locally significant may affect vic-
tims’ ability to overcome their past abuse. It has been argued that victims 
need a “culturally supportive setting” in which they can work through 
their traumatic experiences (Allan and Allan 2000, 465) as well as “local-
level processes” to secure “long-term rehabilitation” (Arriaza and Roht-
Arriaza 2008, 158). Further, based on the work of Gananath Obeyesekere 
(1985), psychiatrists Cécile Rousseau and Aline Drapeau have indicated 
that “culture provides the tools for grieving. When it comes to trauma, 
culture, which is obviously involved in the reparative process, may be 
equally involved in determining how, and how intensely, trauma is relived” 
(1998, 465). 
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Hence, culturally sensitive post-conflict mechanisms appear to be 
important for supporting victims after periods of mass violence. Despite 
these propositions, a greater general focus on victims within transitional 
justice has not necessarily yielded an increase in truth-commission pro-
cesses that are reflective and considerate of local norms and sociocultural 
expectations in practice. Two issues that appear to be disregarded within 
truth-telling processes are the common sociocultural taboo surrounding 
speaking about sexual violence and the use of silence or “forgetting” as a 
coping or survival mechanism. Overlooking these often locally grounded 
norms in an effort to fulfill truth-commission mandates reflects how the 
practice of truth telling within post-conflict settings has the potential to 
conflict with cultural expectations or values, which, I argue, may nega-
tively impact victims. 

Conflicts between Public Truth Telling  
and Local Norms

Disclosing Sexual Violence: A Social Taboo

The increase in public hearings since the South African Truth and Recon-
ciliation Commission suggests that more stories about past trauma are 
publicly revealed within truth commissions. Although having greater 
opportunities to disclose such stories may be personally beneficial for 
some victims (and, as some have argued, emerging nations), this may have 
dire implications for others. In addition to the possibility of experiencing 
a sense of catharsis after expressing their traumatic stories (Androff 2012; 
Hayner 2011), some have suggested that victims may benefit from testify-
ing within these processes by receiving acknowledgment of their suffering 
in an official forum (French 2009; Hayner 2011; Ross 2003). Relatedly, 
through truth-commission public hearings, “hidden” crimes such as those 
relating to sexual violence may gain public awareness that was previ-
ously denied. Indeed, some truth-telling processes have increasingly given 
“special attention to crimes of sexual violence,” which has been seen as 
“progress,” as it places focus on issues that are often silenced (Orentlicher 
2007, 17). 

However, there is also a substantial body of research that highlights 
problems associated with publicly disclosing sexual violence, particularly 
the potential for negative psychological consequences for victims. Sub-
jecting persons to sexual violence is intended to demean and demoral-
ize them, and often, as Judith L Herman remarked, should they choose 
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to testify about this abuse, “victims understand only too well that what 
awaits them in the legal system is a theater of shame” (2005, 573). More 
generally, in the context of post-conflict settings, it has been commonly 
asserted that women are often socially ostracized after speaking publicly 
about experiencing rape or other forms of sexual violence (Aguirre and 
Pietropaoli 2008; Alldén 2007; Brounéus 2008; McKay 2000). In many 
settings, such stigmatization may result because of social or cultural 
taboos that surround the open discussion of this type of violation. Not 
only may a negative response to victims’ testimonies impede their sense 
of positive acknowledgment or affirmation that what they experienced in 
the past was wrong (Campbell and others 2001), but in the absence of 
social-support networks, which may disintegrate when a victim of sexual 
violence is publicly shamed, women may fall prey to the risk of being 
re-victimized by disclosing sexual trauma as they are left isolated and 
shunned by their families or communities. Thus, the acknowledgment 
that victims may feel from sharing their stories during a truth-commission 
public hearing may quickly fade when local norms prohibiting the public 
discussion of sexual violence are violated in the interest of post-conflict 
truth telling. Relatedly, it has been argued that adverse social reactions 
can impede victims’ healing process (Campbell and others 2001; Lax-
minarayan 2012). Thus, if family or community members respond nega-
tively to a victim who discloses past sexual violence, the victim’s ability 
to overcome past trauma may be  compromised. So, although public truth 
telling is often advocated because of its potential to facilitate victim heal-
ing, the experience may ultimately be harmful for victims when others 
respond negatively to their stories, which may occur because of the taboo 
that often surrounds disclosing the subject of sexual violence. This is not 
to say that “silence” should necessarily be pursued over truth telling, 
but rather that possible consequences of sharing one’s story ought to be 
keenly considered by architects of truth-telling processes—a point that 
will be developed further below. 

Silence and “Forgetting”

Another conflict that may exist between the increasingly common truth-
telling component of transitional justice strategies and sociocultural 
norms is that some victims wish to remain silent or “forget” about what 
happened in the past. Although a number of authors have highlighted the 
role that remembrance can play in victim healing (Smyth and Pennebaker 
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1999; Herman 1992), this may not be an appropriate strategy for all vic-
tims, particularly in regard to remembering the past for the purposes of 
public truth telling. Derek Summerfield wrote that “many non-Western 
cultures have little place for the revelation of intimate material outside 
the family circle and consider ‘active forgetting’ as a normative means 
of coping” (2000, 429). Priscilla Hayner has similarly highlighted that, 
particularly after periods of mass violence, victims often “suppress their 
memories” so that they can continue to function in their daily lives (2011, 
145). When victims choose not to speak about their trauma, this may be 
perceived as an act of forgetting, but as these comments illustrate, “forget-
ting” in post-conflict settings is often a survival strategy as opposed to an 
actual removal of memories. 

Silence may have value for victims as a means through which they try to 
continue their lives after experiencing trauma, but it also may be important 
in cases where speaking about past conflict or abuse is considered to be 
inappropriate within the local context. Some cultures may use silence, or 
effectively “forgetting,” as a social tool for quelling or preventing further 
conflict. Based on her research in northern Sierra Leone, Rosalind Shaw 
found that “social forgetting is a cornerstone of established processes of 
reintegration and healing,” as publicly discussing past conflict may pro-
voke more violence or undermine peace processes (2005, 1). Further, in 
Geoffrey White’s discussion of conflict resolution in Solomon Islands, 
he commented that, based on his research in Santa Isabel Province, it is 
often considered to be “improper, if not dangerous, to talk casually about 
 interpersonal conflict, especially in the presence of those with whom one 
may be ‘entangled’” (1991, 207–208). He further discussed that through 
the practice of “disentanglement,” which involves talking about “one’s 
feelings and thoughts in the presence of significant others,” individuals 
“[put] a symbolic seal on old wounds and conflicts” (White 1991, 193, 
196). Essentially, it is not appropriate (or particularly useful) to discuss 
issues of past or current conflict with those outside of one’s family or 
immediate community because their revelation could provoke “confronta-
tion and animosity” (White 1991, 197); counterclaims for compensation 
(Akin 1999); or revenge (Akin, pers comm, 9 Sept 2013; see also Vella 
2014). In this way, the practice of national public truth telling as man-
dated by some truth commissions may contradict locally ingrained norms 
of resolving issues. Hence, this is another issue in need of consideration 
during the development of transitional justice strategies.
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Field Research Methods5 

During September and October 2011, I conducted a total of nineteen semi-
structured interviews with victims of previous mass violence in Solomon 
Islands (twelve) and Timor-Leste (seven) who also gave testimony during 
a national public hearing of their country’s truth commission. In Solo-
mon Islands, I conducted interviews in Honiara and its environs, Visale 
(Guadalcanal Province), and Auki (Malaita Province) in Pijin English or 
English, based on each respondent’s preference. I conducted interviews 
in Timor-Leste in Dili and its environs, Liquiça and Ermera districts in 
Tetun, through the use of local interpreters, unless the respondent pre-
ferred English. 

In Solomon Islands, six women and six men were interviewed who were 
originally from Guadalcanal, Malaita, Western, and Temotu provinces. 
I interviewed three women and four men in Timor-Leste who originally 
came from Bacau, Dili, Ermera, Liquiça, and Lospalos districts. Interview-
ees were between the ages of 30 and 65, and the duration of each inter-
view was between 24 and 90 minutes. With the intention of trying to limit 
the potential risk of re-traumatization, respondents were not asked about 
past trauma but were questioned exclusively about their participation in 
their country’s truth commission. 

The overarching aim of the field research I conducted in these two 
countries was to explore potential pathways that led from truth telling to 
victim healing in post-conflict settings, with a particular focus on voice as 
a possible causal mechanism that links giving public testimony to thera-
peutic benefits for victims. Thus, the semi-structured interview question-
naire was designed to uncover ways in which sharing the stories of past 
trauma may have been beneficial for victims’ sense of healing. Although 
determining the possible relationship between voice and healing was the 
primary focus of the dissertation research, another issue emerged during 
my analysis of the transcripts that was clearly a source of discontent, and 
even distress, for some interviewees. It became apparent that roughly half 
of the interviewees in each research setting were dissatisfied with what 
they perceived to be a conflict between the work of each truth commis-
sion on the one hand and local norms and their own cultural expectations 
and beliefs on the other. After a brief description of the case study back-
grounds of Solomon Islands and Timor-Leste, the following sections will 
present these particular findings in an effort to illuminate the relationship 
between local norms and truth telling within these two countries in order 
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to encourage a deepening of the discussion of the need for sociocultural 
sensitivity within the work of truth commissions. 

Case Study Backgrounds and Key Features  
of Truth Commissions 

Solomon Islands 

The conflict in Solomon Islands was a five-year ethnic conflict lasting from 
1998 to 2003 (known locally as “the Tensions”), which was rooted in 
complicated issues of landownership and an unequal distribution of eco-
nomic opportunities between the two largest provincial islands, Malaita 
and Guadalcanal. According to the trc’s final report (which was unof-
ficially leaked to the public in April 2013), human rights violations were 
widespread during this time and included kidnappings, property viola-
tions, murder, torture, and sexual violence (Solomon Islands trc 2012). 
The end of the conflict came in 2003 when the Australian-led Regional 
Assistance Mission to Solomon Islands (ramsi) was deployed in the coun-
try to help restore law and order. It has been estimated that at least two 
hundred people lost their lives during the Tensions (Braithwaite and oth-
ers 2010; Jeffery 2013; Solomon Islands trc 2012). 

Five years after ramsi’s arrival, the Truth and Reconciliation Commis-
sion Act was passed by the Solomon Islands National Parliament in 2008, 
thereby creating the first truth commission located in a Pacific Islands 
state. The act placed emphasis on promoting “national reconciliation and 
unity” through “engaging all stakeholders in the reconciliation process” 
and considering the implications of the Tensions on a variety of levels 
“without diluting the emphasis on individual victims” (Solomon Islands 
National Parliament 2008). 

The Solomon Islands trc held a series of eleven public hearings around 
the country, including two thematic hearings that focused on youth and 
female victims. Approximately four thousand public and private state-
ments were collected by the trc (Solomon Islands trc 2012). A particular 
focus on victims was illustrated through several provisions of the trc Act, 
such as in article 6.4, which states that “the Commission shall take into 
account the interests of victims and witnesses when inviting them to give 
statements, including the security and other concerns of those who may 
not wish to recount their stories in public.” Article 5.2 of the act also indi-
cated that support would be given to victims who testified about sexual 
violence: “The Commission [trc] may also implement special procedures 
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to address the needs of such particular victims as children or those who 
have suffered sexual abuses.”

Despite the attention given to victims, there is little evidence that the trc 
aimed to reflect local norms and expectations of how violence perpetrated 
during the Tensions might be addressed. Indeed, the trc Act highlights 
that the commission’s work would supplement the traditional and church-
led reconciliations that had already occurred, but it does not indicate that 
it intended to incorporate similar practices into its work (Solomon Islands 
National Parliament 2008). Arguably, this may have been a problematic 
omission, as the inclusion of “reconciliation” in the name of the institu-
tion might have been confusing for the local population who expected 
a stronger relationship between their notion of reconciliation—which is 
usually held on the village level and involves the exchange of compensa-
tion—and the work of the trc.6

Timor-Leste

Quite different from the internal ethnic conflict that took place in Solomon 
Islands, Timor-Leste experienced a twenty-four-year-long externally led 
military occupation by Indonesian forces from 1975 to 1999. The Indo-
nesian military presence in Timor-Leste was characterized by brutality, as 
the Indonesian authorities essentially aimed to wipe the East Timorese out 
of existence (Franks 1996), particularly through employing abuse tactics 
such as sexual violence, forced sterilization, starvation, torture, and kill-
ings (cavr 2006). Although many believe the number is much higher, it 
is estimated that 100,000–180,000 East Timorese died in relation to the 
occupation (cavr 2006). The occupation came to an end in 1999 when 
78.5 percent of the East Timorese voted to become independent from 
Indonesia in a United Nations–led referendum. This outcome, however, 
resulted in more violence perpetrated by the Indonesian military as well 
as East Timorese anti-independence militias funded by Indonesia to wreak 
havoc on the local population. Finally, under international pressure, Indo-
nesia agreed to allow Australian-led International Force in East Timor 
(interfet) to enter the country, which ultimately facilitated the depar-
ture of Indonesian troops (Wandita, Campbell-Nelson, and Pereira 2006; 
Kingsbury 2009). Soon after, the United Nations Transitional Administra-
tion for East Timor (untaet) was created to oversee Timor-Leste’s transi-
tion to independence, which included instituting the country’s transitional 
justice strategy. 

Shortly before Timor-Leste’s independence in 2002, the transitional jus-
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tice process was developed to include a mixture of hybrid trials, a truth 
commission (the cavr), and an adapted version of a local conflict resolu-
tion mechanism—the Community Reconciliation Process (crp)—operated 
as part of the cavr. The overarching aims of the cavr included truth seek-
ing about past human rights violations, “assisting in restoring the human 
dignity of victims,” “promoting reconciliation,” and developing a report 
and recommendations based on its findings (untaet 2001). Eight national 
thematic public hearings were held as part of the cavr’s work, which 
included themes such as the “Victims’ Hearing” (“Hear Our Voices”), 
“Women in Conflict,” and “Massacres” (cavr 2006, 10:19). The cavr 
received just under eight thousand public and private statements during its 
operation (cavr 2006, 10:26). 

Guided by untaet Resolution 2001/10 (the document outlining the 
work of the cavr), this commission demonstrated a commitment to 
victims in various capacities, some similar to those in Solomon Islands. 
Within the cavr, this attention to victims can be seen in paragraph 16.4 
of Resolution 2001/10, which states that “the Commission shall allow 
for special measures [to] be taken in hearings which involve testimonies 
from special groups of victims, such as women and children” (untaet 
2001, 18). 

Like the Solomon Islands trc, the cavr also contained a provision 
(paragraph 36.1) relating to the special treatment of victims who would 
testify about sexual violence, asserting that the cavr “shall take appropri-
ate measures to protect the safety, physical and psychological well being, 
dignity and privacy of victims and witnesses who are to appear before the 
Commission . . . [and] shall have regard to all relevant factors, including 
age, gender, health and the nature of the crime, in particular, but not lim-
ited to, where the crime involves sexual or gender violence . . . or where 
there exists a credible threat against the safety of a victim or witness” 
(untaet 2001, 39).

The cavr may have been, at least in some respects, more sensitive to 
the context in which it was created than was the Solomon Islands trc. 
Regarding this issue, Lia Kent observed that the cavr was designed as a 
unique body that “was not a simple replication of previous truth commis-
sion models” but was intended to “resonate with East Timorese cultural 
values and practices” (2012, 47). The development of the “innovative” 
Community Reconciliation Process (crp) was a clear reflection of this aim 
(Kent 2012, 47). To this end, paragraph 3.1(h) of Resolution 2001/10 
calls for “supporting the reception and reintegration of individuals who 
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have caused harm to their communities through the commission of minor 
criminal offences and other harmful acts through the facilitation of com-
munity based mechanisms for reconciliation” (untaet 2001, 5).

The terms “reconciliation” and “reception” were intended to have local 
significance in that the crp component of the cavr’s work was an adap-
tation of an indigenous conflict-resolution practice known as nahe biti, 
or “stretching the mat” in Tetun (Babo-Soares 2004). Although perhaps 
far from perfect, the cavr was arguably more effective than the Solomon 
Islands trc at including local practices in its work. 

The following sections present responses from semi-structured inter-
views along with a discussion regarding the implications of these findings. 

Findings

Public Truth Telling of “Shameful” Violence 

Findings from both Solomon Islands and Timor-Leste suggest that victims, 
regardless of whether they themselves had experienced sexual violence, 
were disconcerted that stories relating to this type of abuse were publicly 
disclosed during the trc and cavr hearings. One female interviewee, Cida-
lia,7 originally from Liquiça District in Timor-Leste (and who had been 
taken as a military wife during the Indonesian occupation), commented: 

Actually, political history and the disgrace of the victim should not be exposed 
to the public because it can be said that it is a very big disgrace.

Relatedly, Claudina from Liquiça (who suggested that she was not sub-
jected to any form of sexual violence during the occupation) remarked 
that one reason she was unhappy with the cavr was because it encour-
aged people to speak publicly about sexual violence: 

I’m sad because the violence that has happened was not appropriate to be 
described in public. It was very inappropriate . . . the purpose of this program 
is that victims can tell what happened to them in public, for example, rape. 
Things like this are not supposed to be told, right? I think this is a disgrace 
and [should be] left as a story, but the cavr program is forcing people to tell it 
because that [violence] was caused by the militia.

This interviewee rhetorically asked for confirmation that stories about 
rape should not be spoken about in public, suggesting that her percep-
tion that such experiences should be kept in private was deeply ingrained. 
Such a mentality appears to be reflective of the oft-cited local perception 
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that sexual violence is a taboo subject in Timor-Leste and one that should 
not be openly discussed (Alldén 2007; Rimmer 2010; Wandita, Campbell-
Nelson, and Pereira 2006).

A comment from Alberto, a male former pro-independence fighter 
originally from Lospalos in Timor-Leste, deepens this point, situating his 
concern about the revelation of stories of sexual violence in his sense that 
such testimony could result in negative responses from family or commu-
nity members: 

As a man, you can say bad experiences in public . . . it’s no problem, but there 
are some victims from ’75 or even before . . . involving women that were vic-
tims of sexual harassment or sexual abuse. If in the cavr, some women, they 
describe their experience about that . . . they become a victim twice because 
[they were first] the victim of a violation and now they were isolated or feel 
shy, feel ashamed in front of their families in the public.

This sentiment conveys awareness about the potential for women to be 
re-victimized by disclosing sensitive stories during the cavr, as they may 
be further marginalized from those around them. Such a comment fits in 
line with concerns described by a number of scholars that suggest giving 
testimony about sexual violence may actually be harmful for some—par-
ticularly female—victims (Brounéus 2008; Herman 2003).

Additionally, interviewees from Solomon Islands spoke about their sense 
that issues of sexual violence should not be discussed in mixed company, 
and thus some aspects of the trc’s work were perceived to be incongruent 
with local norms. Peter, a male respondent of both Malaitan and Guadal-
canal origin, described this issue, rooting his argument in his feeling that 
disclosing “women’s issues” is not only culturally inappropriate but may 
also result in retaliatory attacks against perpetrators who are implicated 
in such crimes. He remarked:

and culturally, they [the trc] shouldn’t ask [about past trauma]. . . . Another 
example, for a woman, you don’t tell a Solomon man, if you’re a woman. . . .
Issues belonging to women belong to the women. Before, if a woman brings 
these issues up with a brother or another man, they can cause a tribal war. . . .
This thinking still belongs to people here. So, trc has no sense. They [the trc] 
come and put out these problems of people [into the public] and totally ignore 
this thinking.

This interviewee specifically rebuked the trc for not taking this issue 
into consideration, indicating that, particularly in the past, disclosing such 
abuse could result in negative consequences, such as more violence. He 
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further remarked on his sense that the trc was not a suitable mechanism 
for addressing what happened during the Tensions when he said:

It [the trc] should wind up and go home. Tell it [that] it should wind up and 
go home. This program is for white people. . . . This problem is not South Afri-
can. . . . This is not a problem of Fiji, this is a problem of Solomon Islanders. 
It belongs to Solomon Islands.8

The relationship between this comment and the previous statement 
about how he felt that the trc ignored local thinking indicates a strong 
sense that the trc did not belong to Solomon Islands and was merely 
a creation by foreigners to address local problems without considering 
local ways of reckoning with these issues. According to a pamphlet about 
the trc’s work by the Peace Committee of the Solomon Islands Chris-
tian Association (sica), there was broad public consultation on the local 
(including victims and ex-militants), governmental, and nongovernmental 
levels during the development of the trc Bill. However, the sentiments 
expressed by the above interviewee suggest a sense that the trc did not 
ultimately reflect the cultural expectations of Solomon Islanders. 

Further illustrating this point, Ruth (originally from Guadalcanal) also 
noted that she felt that the trc’s statement-taking process was problematic 
because, in her view, the interviewers were not gender matched to inter-
viewees. Since testimony given during public hearings would be heard by 
both men and women, it is likely that some women may have been unwill-
ing to reveal experiences relating to the sexual violence that occurred dur-
ing the Tensions. She commented:

but one problem is that a man cannot approach a woman. A woman cannot 
talk freely with a man. . . . I cannot tell what is hidden inside me to a man. If 
I was raped, I cannot approach a man. . . . They should bring a woman too as 
part of the [statement-taking] team, a woman and a man; for the woman to 
counsel the women and the man to counsel the men.

Such a sentiment suggests that even if Ruth had experienced such abuse, 
she felt that she would not have been able to disclose it within the trc 
setting if she was not interviewed by a female. Similar concerns have been 
highlighted in other settings, such as Sierra Leone. This issue highlights 
that ignoring such local norms may have also inhibited the creation of 
a complete national narrative, which may also be reflected in the trc 
Report’s remark that sexual violence was vastly underreported following 
the Tensions (Solomon Islands trc 2012). 
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The above responses from interviewees depict the general sense that the 
experience of sexual violence should not be disclosed in public, although 
these comments do not exemplify personal experiences of how victims 
were affected in the aftermath of testifying about such abuse. Comments 
from two female interviewees in Timor-Leste, however, suggest that they 
were actually worse off after disclosing their traumatic stories of sexual 
abuse during the Indonesian occupation, calling into question the value 
of departing from local norms for the purpose of “promoting healing” 
through giving testimony. After Jacinta, originally from Liquiça, described 
how giving testimony to the cavr had done nothing to make her life better 
or easier, I asked whether she felt it had made her life harder or worse and, 
if so, how, to which she responded:

I feel as though they [the cavr] surprised me, shocked me. Now my thoughts 
are normal, but when they came, they were digging and asking me the same 
questions over and over again, and it made me remember all those things again, 
and made my life more complicated.

Not only did Jacinta suggest that remembering the past was emotion-
ally difficult, but her comment about her life becoming “more compli-
cated” after she gave public testimony implies that she may have also 
suffered other ramifications from disclosing her story of being sexually 
abused by the Indonesian military. When I asked Cidalia whether telling 
her story during a cavr public hearing made her life better or easier in any 
way, she responded:

[It is] more difficult, [sometimes] that is very difficult. This is a disgrace for 
East Timorese women. This is a disgrace for the women in this world that 
should not be opened in public. This is very embarrassing. Woman is a creature 
that is considered sacred, with the opening of our disgrace in public, we lose 
our dignity.

Cidalia continued this reflection as she commented:

We can say that Timorese women are like an empty plastic [bag] with no wind 
in it. We are living without dignity in Timor-Leste. We have no shame.9 We 
walked feeling very embarrassed, many people despised us. . . . Our testimony 
has been brought to the public, our words recorded in the tapes and publicized 
by radio, the public already knows everything. We are obviously embarrassed; 
confidential matters concerning women have been published. Our voices 
recorded on tapes and publicized through radio, our words and our images 
are recorded on cd. We are embarrassed because they publicized it through 
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television. . . . How can we ever be happy if they never respect our dignity? We 
are all very disappointed and I regretted disclosing my sad story in public. In 
Portuguese, we say “arepende” [repent, regret, feel sorry]. Our lives have no 
value anymore in Timor-Leste.

In essence, it appears that giving public testimony about sexual violence 
was a trying experience for both of these women, arguably made more dif-
ficult because of the social taboo surrounding this subject in Timor-Leste. 

“Forgetting” the Past

As discussed above, an inherent conflict may exist between the practice 
of truth telling and local norms surrounding silence, or “forgetting.” 
Although this was not highlighted among the interviews I conducted 
in Timor-Leste, responses from several interviewees in Solomon Islands 
speak to this issue. Two interviewees, for example, spoke quite specifically 
about their sense that the past—referring to violence committed during 
the Tensions—should not be brought back up again. Caroline (originally 
from Western Province) reflected:

Why bring all these things up again? They’re forgotten now; they should be 
forgotten. Then the trc comes and reminds us of those things we’ve forgotten.

Another woman, Azinta from Temotu Province, called attention to her 
feeling that the past should be buried, which she also compared to her 
sense that the trc should not unearth bodies that were buried in unmarked 
graves during the Tensions (referring to the trc’s exhumation program). 
She said:

I think, I feel that they are re-opening old wounds, I think it should be buried, 
forgotten and we should forget about everything rather than go and re-open 
them [the wounds] again like the graves [where] we dig up the bones. I don’t 
think it’s a good thing. . . . We shouldn’t talk about those [things]. . . . We don’t 
want to hear what happened. . . . I don’t know what is the thinking behind it, 
whether after sharing with them they will feel better, but I would rather, I think 
we should forget about the whole thing. We just forgive if our cultures want 
us to say we’ve got to give compensation of some sort, then that’s it. It should 
be the finish.

Here, Azinta spoke about her sense that traumas that happened in 
the past should not be revisited to avoid “re-opening old wounds” and 
suggested that her preference would be to “forget” about the past and, 
in accordance with relevant cultural norms, exchange compensation 
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to address the grievance.10 Louise Vella described a similar theme that 
emerged from one of her interviews with trc statement takers (2014). 
Azinta’s comments indicate that the trc process did not meet her cultural 
expectations of how the past should be addressed. 

Other interviewees described their concern that speaking about issues 
that happened in the past would re-incite tensions between people, lead to 
retaliatory attacks, or cause others to have negative feelings toward them. 
Charles from Guadalcanal (who was abused by militants during the Ten-
sions) said:

Some things . . . according to kastom, some stories that we have forgotten, we 
tried to dig out and they became public; it was a little confidential for us to tell 
these out, and at the same time when we told them out, maybe other people 
will hear them and have bad feelings towards us—“that man told such-and-
such a thing.” So that was one fear I had. To tell a story, for example, someone 
injured me, maybe when I tell the story, I’ll say this man did this [to me]; maybe 
someone else will hear and want to take revenge. That is one fear which I have 
a bit. But for myself, I did not have any experience of anything like that. I see 
[telling out the story] as a good thing. 

Like Azinta, Charles situated his feeling that traumatic stories of the 
past have been forgotten because of kastom, which is a Pijin concept used 
to describe tradition and culture in Solomon Islands.11 Thus, he conveyed 
that a reason for being hesitant to disclose stories during the trc public 
hearing process was rooted in concerns that doing so might result in desires 
for vengeance, which mirrors the above discussion of the norm of “forget-
ting” past conflict in order to avoid future conflict in Solomon Islands. 
However, in his case, it is worth mentioning that he did not personally 
experience this consequence and felt that telling his story was beneficial. 

Another man, Wilson from Guadalcanal (who was likewise abused by 
militants during Tensions), indicated that he had a similar fear that his 
story might incite retaliatory actions or negative feelings prior to giving 
testimony when he said: 

I was also thinking [that by] telling stories I will trigger more tension with the 
others and cause more problems.

Speaking about this issue in the context of his distaste for the work of 
the trc, Peter lamented: 

What is the use, wasting our time? Telling our story, it didn’t have any benefit. 
Like, the time we finished telling our story, we have gone through a lot of 
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trauma, and as time goes on, these traumas here, they start to . . . they start to 
die down, then all of a sudden, this trc program comes and starts to light them 
on fire, then they come back again, that’s how it [testifying] makes it worse 
again. This program ignited them [memories of trauma].

With this remark, Peter highlighted his perception that the trc should 
not have dug up traumatic stories because, as his comment suggests, the 
pain from these memories had already begun to subside with the pas-
sage of time. Based on his previous remarks about how the trc ignored 
local thinking about the disclosure of sexual abuse in public and that the 
trc did not belong in Solomon Islands, along with the perception that 
past traumas should be “forgotten,” this comment can be seen to further 
reflect his feeling that the public truth-telling facet of the trc did not mesh 
with his cultural expectations about dealing with past conflict. 

Faye from Guadalcanal also commented about a concern that she had 
prior to testifying in the trc related to how her story would be perceived 
by others:

Sometimes when I told my story, that thought came into my mind; I didn’t 
feel good—I tell my story about what people did but somehow some other of 
my friends might talk against me because I came and told what they did. So I 
didn’t feel happy when that thought came to me. 

In Solomon Islands, the concept of talking poorly about another (referred 
to as tok spoilem in Pijin English) is deeply ingrained in local thinking as 
something that should not be done. This can sometimes result in the need 
to pay compensation, particularly when it involves insults or swearing 
(Fraenkel 2004; Akin 1999). As such, Faye’s worry that others might be 
angry with her for revealing past crimes while giving testimony appears 
to be rooted in local norms and thus illustrates another way in which the 
trc may have conflicted with traditional beliefs and values in Solomon 
Islands, as the act of testifying can inherently involve accusing a person of 
crimes, thus placing them in a negative light within the community.12

Discussion and Conclusion

As the above interview responses illustrate, the increased focus on victims 
within truth commissions has the potential to negatively affect victims 
when the practice of public truth telling diverges from local norms and 
sociocultural expectations. Although storytelling has a sociocultural role 
in each setting, the revelation of sensitive material outside of the family 
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or immediate community within a nationally publicized truth-commission 
hearing can cause some victims to feel worried or distressed, and for some, 
can lead to re-traumatization. 

Based on the respondents’ comments about the inappropriateness of 
talking about sexual violence in public, it appears that neither the trc nor 
the cavr went far enough in their considerations of what would be the 
most culturally appropriate way for victims to communicate these stories. 
As mentioned above, research across various cultures has indicated that 
it is not uncommon for women to become socially stigmatized and ostra-
cized after disclosing that they were victims of sexual violence. Although 
the trc and cavr appeared to be at least reasonably cognizant that victims 
who disclose this type of abuse might need additional support after testi-
fying, it is not clear that they considered the potential delayed effects of 
giving testimony about this issue that might arise because of local norms. 
According to the interview responses, such effects may include social stig-
matization and re-traumatization. Both interviewees who did and those 
who did not testify about sexual violence remarked that doing so is a 
“disgrace” and could cause victims to “become a victim twice,” feel “iso-
lated,” “shy,” “ashamed in front of their families in the public,” or lose 
their dignity. Thus it is questionable whether having attention placed on 
victims’ experiences of being sexually abused in the past would in fact be 
beneficial to restoring their dignity or facilitating healing, as the mandates 
of both the trc and cavr cite as an aim. 

As discussed above, two female interviewees from Timor-Leste were 
particularly affected by this conflict between the truth commission’s work 
and local sociocultural norms, as they experienced negative social reac-
tions after giving testimony about their abuse during the national public 
hearings. This issue challenges the increased emphasis placed on crimes of 
sexual violence pursued by many truth commissions, as the experiences of 
these two women suggest that public truth telling about such violations 
may indeed be more harmful than beneficial. I would argue that, indeed, 
any victim who feels compelled to testify about past abuse should be given 
the opportunity to do so. However, it appears that the risks of public 
truth telling must be made clearer to those victims who testify in order 
to limit the possibility of re-victimization. As such, it would be beneficial 
for victims to be better informed about the work of the commission and 
how their testimony will be used or disseminated prior to their participa-
tion. Based on her interviews with thirty black South Africans about their 
participation in the South African trc, Catherine Byrne suggested that 
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“effective communication to participants regarding terminology, process, 
and procedures” is important for the work of truth commissions (2004, 
250). Within this recommendation she also suggested that consideration 
be given to appropriately pairing statement takers with victims regarding 
gender and age (Byrne 2004). According to the above comments from 
Ruth in Solomon Islands, this apparently did not happen in all cases dur-
ing the trc statement-taking process. Byrne commented that such a lack 
of consideration may contribute to “potential feelings of discomfort” of 
participants and thus may limit the collection of the full story of previous 
violations (2004, 252). Taking this concern one step further, I argue that 
it is critical to address this issue not only because it limits the resulting 
historical narrative but also because it conflicts with some victims’ sense 
that speaking about sensitive issues in front of the opposite sex should be 
avoided, particularly because of social norms. 

The need for enhanced communication, however, extends beyond this 
concern. Although individuals are undoubtedly familiar with their own 
local norms and sociocultural expectations, such as keeping sexual vio-
lence as a private matter, it is crucial that victims understand the extent to 
which their testimonies will be disseminated and what the possible con-
sequences of this publicity may be. For example, because an official body 
encourages victims to tell their stories, despite the fact that the subject 
matter of those stories is not generally considered appropriate within the 
culture, victims may desire to disclose such stories. They may perhaps 
incorrectly assume that their communities and families will accept their 
testimony because testifying was essentially officially sanctioned. As com-
pensation is sometimes tied to these types of violations (not least in Solo-
mon Islands), perhaps encouraging victims to disclose stories of this abuse 
should also be linked to the possibility of claiming recompense for this 
crime according to traditional norms to avoid humiliating victims a sec-
ond time when they tell of their abuse only to receive nothing in exchange. 

Furthermore, quite understandably, victims may believe (whether they 
were implicitly or explicitly led to do so) that they will receive some tan-
gible benefit from giving testimony to a truth commission. In economi-
cally fragile post-conflict settings, the promise of a monetary or material 
benefit may represent the possibility of being able to care for one’s family 
(which is often difficult due to the loss of breadwinners during conflict) or 
pay for medical bills resulting from past trauma (Backer 2007; Daly 2008; 
Hamber 2009; Hayner 2011). The necessity of day-to-day survival may 
indeed trump the concern of being potentially discriminated against later. 
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Each of these issues may indicate the lack of adequate communication 
about what victims should expect from giving testimony, which, as illus-
trated by the above responses from interviewees, may ultimately be harm-
ful. Particularly when a truth commission encourages behavior that may 
inherently conflict with the culture in which it is created, it must take care 
to explicitly elucidate what may or may not result from victim participa-
tion in the public hearing process. This may discourage some victims from 
testifying, but if the commission aims to promote goals such as healing, 
perhaps it would be better that the most vulnerable victims do not give 
public testimony but instead testify in private hearings, if they choose to 
share their experiences at all. This is highlighted not to create a loophole 
for perpetrators to escape punishment for their crimes but rather in an 
effort to promote greater protection for victims within these processes. 

Next, although this may seem obvious, truth commissions must be spe-
cifically adapted to the context for which they are created. As particularly 
illustrated by the comments from interviewees in Solomon Islands, truth 
telling in such a widely publicized setting may be inherently incompatible 
with local norms. Considering the concerns that their testimony might 
spark revenge (although fortunately this did not come to fruition for 
these interviewees), it is possible that publicly revealing past crimes on a 
national scale may hinder reconciliation— another commonly key goal of 
truth commissions. This issue, along with the often culturally incompat-
ible matter of publicly disclosing sexual violence that may impede healing, 
helps to make a case for the necessity of designing truth commissions with 
cultural sensitivity and appropriateness in mind. Without these consider-
ations, victims may feel objectified from their participation in a process 
that does little to meet their expectations or needs, particularly on a local 
and cultural level.13

In sum, this article has highlighted how local norms can conflict with 
the work of truth commissions based on perceptions on the part of vic-
tims of mass violence—a subject that is currently understudied on an 
empirical level within the field of transitional justice. The findings from 
semi-structured interviews in Solomon Islands and Timor-Leste suggest 
that victims felt that several aspects of the truth commission in each 
country were incompatible with local norms and expectations, particu-
larly because of the public discussion of sexual violence and, in Solomon 
Islands, the sense that it is often better to “forget” past conflict than to 
share these experiences in a widely publicized forum. I have suggested 
that overlooking the sociocultural relevance of these issues has the poten-
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tial to have a negative impact on the victims themselves and on two key 
truth-commission goals, healing and reconciliation. My intention with 
this article, however, is only to lay the groundwork for future research on 
this topic by underscoring the need to enhance the discussion of sociocul-
tural sensitivity in transitional justice processes. Thus, further empirical 
research on this subject would be beneficial. This could include studying 
how post-conflict truth telling has interacted with sociocultural norms 
in other contexts and how this has affected victims or investigating how 
the inclusion of locally grounded processes influences the “success” of a 
transitional justice process. Increasing knowledge about the role of local 
norms in truth-telling processes may enhance the ability of truth com-
missions to better address victim needs and fulfill goals such as healing 
and reconciliation. This issue is of paramount importance to consider 
both theoretically and practically in order to improve the design of future 
transitional justice processes. 
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Notes

1 Transitional justice is “the conception of justice associated with periods of 
political change, characterised by legal responses to confront the wrongdoings 
of repressive predecessor regimes” (Teitel 2003, 69). Strategies used to pursue 
transitional justice can comprise judicial or nonjudicial mechanisms, including 
amnesty, trials, truth commissions, reparations processes, and lustration or purg-
ing of state officials (unsc 2004). 

2 See Brahm 2007; Freeman and Hayner 2003; Hamber 2009; Humphrey 
2003; Mendeloff 2009; Minow 1998; Stanley 2009.

3 A “national” public hearing is distinguished from Timor-Leste’s local-level 
Community Reconciliation Process (crp) hearings operated by the cavr. Respon-
dents from each country were interviewed exclusively about their experiences in 
national public hearings, as Solomon Islands did not have a process comparable 
to the crp. 

4 This research relied on a “holistic” conception of healing that acknowledges 
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that victims’ suffering is not exclusively psychological but also has physical, spiri-
tual, and material components, as this has been considered appropriate in post-
conflict settings (Clark 2010). 

5 For a detailed description of the research methods and design used in this 
project, see Guthrey 2015. 

6 For comments related to how the trc focused on elite-level as opposed to 
village-level reconciliation (which was what many victims expected), see the com-
mission’s final report (Solomon Islands trc 2012); Dawea 2013; Vella 2014.

7 Pseudonyms are used to protect the anonymity of respondents.
8 The mention of Fiji and South Africa refers to the inclusion of international 

commissioners (one of whom was Fijian) and the inauguration of the commission 
by South African Archbishop Desmond Tutu.

9 Here, to have no shame is used to mean the same as to lose one’s dignity.
10 The exchange of compensation, especially shell money, in order to repair 

the harm caused by an offense is a primary component of reconciliation in Solo-
mon Islands (Braithwaite and others 2010; Moore 2004; Fraenkel 2004). 

11 This article acknowledges that kastom in Solomon Islands is complex 
and that it may be an oversimplification to refer to all beliefs among the diverse 
 cultures of Solomon Islands under this term (David Akin, pers comm, Sept 2013). 
However, because the respondent used this term to capture his sense that there 
were some difficulties associated with speaking about the past, I rely on his ter-
minology in the context of this discussion, as an in-depth discussion of kastom is 
outside the scope of this article. 

12 This was also an issue within the “Tension trials” undertaken in Solomon 
Islands (Harris-Rimmer 2012).

13 For a related discussion of the objectification of victims, see Robins 2012. 
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Abstract

In recent decades, transitional justice processes have increasingly placed a focus 
on victims of mass violence, which has been particularly noticeable in truth com-
missions. Although truth commissions have become more “victim-centered” over 
time, there is little empirical research that examines what this actually portends 
for victims in practice, particularly in terms of how these institutions interact with 
local norms and sociocultural values. To begin addressing this gap, this article 
highlights several findings from nineteen semi-structured interviews conducted in 
Solomon Islands and Timor-Leste, which suggest that the truth-commission pro-
cesses in each country may have missed the mark in terms of respecting the socio-
cultural values as well as local norms and expectations of those who participated 
in their national public hearings. Based on the data obtained from this study, it 
appears that ignoring sociocultural values and local norms may cause negative 
consequences for victims, including hindering their ability to move beyond their 
past trauma as well as inciting distress, worry, and confusion. The findings pre-
sented in this article draw attention to potentially problematic issues that arise 
within truth commissions when local norms and values are ignored; the hope is 
that this will help substantiate the need for developing culturally sensitive and 
locally relevant transitional justice processes, thus contributing to both theory 
and practice in the field of transitional justice. 

keywords: Solomon Islands, Timor-Leste, truth commissions, transitional jus-
tice, local norms, victims




