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My co-worker attended a seminar on intergenerational trauma and I was really upset as I could not go 
due to other commitments that could not be cancelled. She and others came back all hyped up on the 
talks and the speakers, and it stung that I had not been there to be part of these profound talks. So a 
day or so later I was having lunch with my lunch buddy and she mentioned this talk again, pride and 
bitterness forgotten, I got into the discussion. It was fascinating I must say.  She tells me that the 
seminar looked at the history of apartheid in South Africa, a time in which violence was rife and many 
individuals endured cruel inhuman degrading treatment in various forms. 

As much as apartheid has been abolished, trauma memories remain.   The memories have become 
entrenched in the collective psyche and many people may have not processed this trauma so it stayed 
there only to return as something else. Some of the major events in South Africa were linked to this 
trauma; your Marikana, fees must fall and xenophobic attacks which are said to be the ghost of the past. 
This conversation stayed with me and my buddy too as she wrote an opinion piece that is yet to be 
published, but this is what she said: “Post-apartheid research has concluded that the past has had an 
impact on the social fabric of the South African society, and racially inspired injustices have traumatized 
us as a nation. This state of traumatization has passed on through generations and the wounded - 
unhealed - have repeated the mistakes of the past.”  

This conversation has stayed with me far more than I anticipated.  I thought back to my grandmother’s 
upbringing of us and my mother of the conversations that we had about her upbringing which tell me 
that her childhood was rough. My mother grew up in the 1960s and she has had events that traumatized 
her so much that even today she cannot name those events and my grandmother lost a child to the so-
called “struggle.” They were often attacked by police and she had a scar on her face from one of the 
attacks. Did these women sit me down and tell me of the story of how it was for them and how it 
impacted on them?  As a child brought up by these women I can honestly say I did not see their trauma.  
I saw women who had been hardened by life and as a result they were hard on me. I realised that while I 
threw tantrums and accused them of being incapable of giving whole heartedly of themselves.   Truth is 
the part of them that I longed for as a child was already filled with pain. Did apartheid rob me of 
wholesome and healthy childhood? Most definitely!  

I am a mother of a baby girl, the fourth generation of the women in my family and I am scared of what 
traumas I picked up from my grandmother and my mother. I guess the question that remains now that I 
know about intergenerational trauma is what am I going to do?  On the upside, my buddy mentioned 
that the speakers said it’s not all gloom and doom.   She says there was work done by the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission (TRC) and all that but I am thinking about how I can ensure that my daughter 
does not become as traumatized as I was.   After looking back I realised, like mother, there are things I 
am yet to process.  

Heck! I have accumulated a lot in my lifetime alone and I already know that there is no way my daughter 
is not going to be part of that. This reminds me of a former co-worker I used to share breakfast with.  
She could be religious when she wanted to be but we worked in a Rape Crisis Centre and in time we 
learnt that rape was intergenerational so she used to quote the “Lord visit the iniquity of the fathers on 
the children and the children’s children to the third and the fourth generation,” scripture.   She bought 



me a bible as a birthday gift so I know that she took this from Exodus 34:6–7. I was always afraid to ask 
her what she meant by this but that’s a story for another day. 


