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! Interest in cultural contexts of mental health and illness
! Worked in settings of conflict and disaster

! Cambodia
! Kosovo
! East Timor
! Aceh

! Individual and population level effects of, and responses to,
massive suffering and loss

! Increasing attention to mental health and increasing
numbers of agencies involved in ‘psychosocial’ programs of
various kinds
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Mental Health Impact of Disasters

! Loss of lives, livelihood, home, property
! Population displacement
! Failure of health systems
! Dysfunction or collapse of social organisation and institutions
! Deterioration in order and security

! High prevalence of:
! Traumatic stress syndromes
! Depression
! Anxiety

! Particularly in low resource countries, important to keep in mind a
background of
! neglected pre-existing mental illness, and
! human rights abuses of people with mental illness
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Disaster and post-conflict sites

! Disaster and post-conflict sites are generally scattered with
individuals and international agencies who:
! Feel passionately that they should ‘do something’
! Have vague notions of what is to be achieved at individual,

community and population levels
! Have few technical skills or the skills they have are inappropriate to

the circumstances
! Have little idea of how to proceed
! Proceed anyway

! In Aceh immediately after the tsunami
! Approximately 400 international and national NGOs
! Large proportion doing ‘psychosocial’ work

! Coordination and inter-disciplinary collaboration are:
! Essential
! Rarely achieved
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Kosovo: A Brief History

! A decade of Serb oppression of Kosovar Albanian people and institutions
! Establishment of a shadow system of education and health and growing unrest
! Late 1990s, a brutal war, ending with NATO intervention
! Mass displacement and partial returns to a blasted landscape by Kosovar

Albanians and Serbs
! Patterns of relationship, trust, social organisation and communication destroyed
! Powerful impulses for revenge - on both sides
! Continuing acts of sporadic and more organised violence
! Massive cultural assault

! Installation of foreign government: UN Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK)
! Influx of foreign troops, experts, helpers, opportunists and carpetbaggers
! Rapid rise the kind of organised crime that flourishes in circumstances of chaos and

social dysfunction
! Mass dislocation, suffering and loss
! New opportunities

! Employment in high-paying jobs with international agencies
! Loosening of social and cultural constraints
! Easy contact with foreign people, practices, ideas
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Kosovo

! Contested identity
! Talks on final political status are only now

about to begin
! Involvement of

! Kosovars: The Albanian majority and the
Serb minority

! UN, NATO, EU
! USA, Serbia-Montenegro, Macedonia,

Greece
! Dysfunctional state and social institutions
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Kosovo: Training of psychosocial counsellors

! International Organization for Migration and
the University of Pristina with:
! University of Paris VIII, France
! University of Liège, Belgium
! University of Essex, Great Britain
! The Tavistock Clinic, London
! University of Melbourne, Australia
! New York University, USA
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Psychosocial and trauma response project

! Three components
! Training of 40 psychosocial counsellors to work with individuals and communities
! Archives of Memory project
! Theatre workshops and public performance

! Mix of skills and experience
! Historians
! Anthropologists
! Psychiatrists
! Psychologists
! Two theatre companies

! Design of the project was based on a clear rejection of narrow views of trauma
and response to trauma

! Central to any constructive trauma response is building capacity for making
new meaning from painful memory, current circumstances, and feared  or
welcomed imagined futures

! Such meaning making moves constantly back and forth between the individual
and the collective, and are actively contested

! Creating a safe space to collectively explore such meanings was seen as
essential to individual and community well-being
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! Culturally sanctioned methods for dealing with loss and trauma may include:
! fantasizing or carrying out revenge strategies
! striving for an ethnically unified or spiritually liberated environment
! sanctioning social models which are traditional and non-egalitarian
! isolating certain segments of the population as cultural scapegoats

! These methods do not fit the western image of the traumatized as necessarily
innocent sufferers, whose lives are to be restored to its prior idealized state

! Transformation of the trauma involves:
! a mutually respectful dialogue
! validating the humanity of the experience and response of all participants
! an active outlet for trauma integration that is creative rather than

destructive
! to counter the many active outlets for trauma avoidance (nationalism,

religious fundamentalism, revenge)
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Kosovo: Archives of memory



                                                                                               www.cimh.unimelb.edu.au    CIMH

http://www.kosovomemory.iom.int
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Theatre Project: The Body in Exile

! Two theater groups
! Altrimenti

! Michele Losi
! Theatre Against Political Violence

! Steven Reisner

! Both the historical Archives of
Memory project, and the
theatrical Body in Exile project
aimed to address the
formidable, interconnected
issues of memory and trauma,
the archives through history and
history-making, the theatre
through art (verbal and
imagistic) and play-making
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! What does theatre have to offer in post-conflict settings?
! Active outlet for the energy stirred by the memory of trauma and

loss
! Safe spaces for exploration of trauma
! An artistic standard of truth in the place of historical truth
! Allows constructive consideration of questions that are still

unresolved
! A forum and an active response to trauma that articulates in new

ways

Staging the unspeakable: A report on the collaboration between Theatre
Arts Against Political Violence, the Associazione Culturale Altrimenti, and the 40

counsellors in training in Pristina, Kosovo
Steven Reisner
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! Workshop
! Performance at the

National Theatre of
Pristina
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And after the applause died down, one of the older Albanian men in

the room began almost shouting, “If there was a psychologist in this

room I would ask him a question.” A few people knew I was a

psychologist and said, “Steven! Ask Steven!”

He looked at me, his eyes red, his voiced choked. He spoke, and the

translator translated: “I have seen now more than I ever thought I

would see in my life. I went back to my village after the fighting

stopped. The villagers dug up a grave and lined up thirty corpses. My

neighbors. My friends. My cousin. I didn’t cry. I saw many terrible

things, and I did not cry. But today I am crying. Why? Why? Before

now I couldn’t cry. But today I am crying. Why – Why???”

Staging the unspeakable.
Steven Reisner
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Collaboration

! The Kosovo Psychosocial Response program illustrates
creative and effective collaboration across disciplines
! Theatre
! Psychology
! Psychiatry
! Anthropology
! History

! The collaboration re-conceived trauma and trauma
response

!  The collaboration developed a form of training for
counsellors that enables them to work with individuals and
communities in new and exciting ways

! Collaboration of this kind could contribute a great deal in
many different circumstances in Australia


