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Abstract (English) 

 
This research utilizes hermeneutic phenomenology – guided by the 
ideas of Max van Manen (1990) – to illuminate the multifaceted nature 
of how young people in The Gambia experience learning about what 
happened in the past through the testimonies told at the Truth, 
Reconciliation and Reparations Commission (TRRC). Youth experiences 
of dictatorship and transitional justice are at the heart of this study, 
which contributes to the quest to reveal a more comprehensive picture 
of how learning about what happened in the past through the TRRC 
testimonies impacts the young.  

 
“Conversational” interviews were undertaken with eight boys and 

girls aged between 16 and 19 years old, attending secondary school in 
The Gambia and regularly listening to and/or watching the TRRC 
hearings. Using a minimum of direct questions, participants were 
encouraged to describe their experiences witnessing the testimonies and 
how this relates to their own experiences in their everyday lives in the 
past and in the present, in a discussion co-led by participant and 
researcher. The interviews were open and took approximately one hour 
each, allowing the data to unfold naturally. Rich interview data for 
analysis were produced and then hermeneutically interpreted. The 
search for meaning in the text, and my attempts to make sense of the 
findings resulted in the development of three overarching and 
intertwining themes, ‘Feeling Pain in the Body of Another,’ ‘Between 
Knowing and Not Knowing’ and ‘Imaging the Future.’  

 
The first theme addresses how young people in Gambia relate to 

victims who narrate how they have suffered and continue to suffer 
because of the Jammeh regime. It seeks an insider’s view by considering 
the role that intersubjectivity, the ethics of burial and remembrance and 
collectivism play in how youth receive the TRRC testimonies. It 
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considers how the private sphere of individual experiences relates to the 
public sphere of transpersonal values and dominant ideologies and how 
narratives of trauma and suffering circulate in the public domain. It 
seeks to answer the question: “How does the TRRC transform private 
meanings into public meanings as well as turning public meanings into 
private meanings?” 

 
The second theme concerns the tension between intrinsically and 

tacitly knowing something was happening, through circulating 
knowledges and personal recollection, while at the same time not 
knowing what was happening. It seeks to explore how the knowledge 
about the past the participants receive from the TRRC testimonies 
relates back to their own lived experiences growing up during the 
dictatorship.  

 
The third and final theme explores how youth construct expectations 

about the future based on their reception of the past and their experience 
of the present. It addresses the question “How does the past and present 
function as an orientative function for the future? “  

 
This research project addresses a need for research which pays 

attention to youth’s experiences of authoritarian rule and truth 
commissions as a focal point into how societies in transition come to 
terms with their past. It argues that the research gap in the study of 
youth in the context of transitional justice — in Africa specifically — 
reinforces the silencing which young people are continuously subjected 
to and discounts their role as agents of societal transformation (Diouf, 
2003 & Honwana, 2012). It seeks to center the economic, social and 
emotional challenges youth face in their everyday lives and to explore 
how broader social, political and economic processes shape the young. 
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Abstract (Dutch) 

 
Deze studie gebruikt een hermeneutisch fenomenologisch theoretisch 
perspectief – zoals geïnformeerd door het werk van Max van Manen 
(1990) – in een poging om de essentie te belichten van hoe het is voor 
jongeren in Gambia om te horen wat er in het verleden is gebeurd via 
de getuigenissen verteld aan de Truth, Reconciliation and Reparations 
Committee (TRRC). Jeugdervaringen met dictatuur en overgangsjustitie 
staan centraal in deze studie, die tracht bij te dragen aan de zoektocht 
om een diepgaander begrip te krijgen van hoe jongeren het getuigen van 
getuigenissen over wat er in het verleden is gebeurd ervaren.  

 
Er werden gespreksinterviews gehouden met acht jongens en meisjes 

tussen 16 en 19 jaar oud, die momenteel les volgen op de middelbare 
school in Gambia en regelmatig de TRRC zittingen beluisteren en/of 
bekijken. Met behulp van een minimum aan directe vragen werden de 
deelnemers aangemoedigd om hun ervaringen te beschrijven met het 
getuigen van de getuigenissen en hoe dit zich verhoudt tot hun eigen 
ervaringen in hun dagelijks leven zowel in het verleden als het heden. 
De interviews waren open en duurden elk ongeveer een uur. De 
interviews werden vervolgens getranscribeerd en hermeneutisch 
geïnterpreteerd. De zoektocht naar betekenis in de tekst en mijn 
pogingen om de bevindingen te begrijpen, resulteerden in de 
ontwikkeling van drie overkoepelende en met elkaar verweven thema's, 
'Feeling Pain in the Body of Another', 'Between Knowing and Not 
Knowing' en 'Imaging the Future.’ 

 
Het eerste thema behandelt hoe jongeren in Gambia zich verhouden 

tot slachtoffers die vertellen hoe ze hebben geleden en nog steeds lijden 
als gevolg van het Jammeh-regime. Het gaat na welke rol 
intersubjectiviteit, de ethiek van begrafenis en herinnering en 
collectivisme spelen in hoe jongeren de TRRC-getuigenissen ontvangen. 
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Het onderzoekt hoe de privésfeer van individuele ervaringen zich 
verhoudt tot de publieke sfeer van transpersoonlijke waarden en 
dominante ideologieën en hoe verhalen van trauma en lijden circuleren 
in het publieke domein. Het wil een antwoord bieden op de vraag: "Hoe 
zet de TRRC privébetekenissen om in publieke betekenissen en hoe zet 
ze publieke betekenissen om in privébetekenissen?"  

 
Het tweede thema betreft de spanning tussen intrinsiek en 

stilzwijgend weten dat er iets gebeurde, door circulerende kennis en 
persoonlijke herinnering, en tegelijk niet weten wat er juist gebeurde. 
Het wil een antwoord bieden op de vraag: “Hoe verhoudt de kennis 
over het verleden die de jongeren via de TRRC-getuigenissen 
ontvangen, zich tot hun eigen ervaringen tijdens de dictatuur?”  

 
Het derde en laatste thema onderzoekt hoe jongeren verwachtingen 

construeren over de toekomst op basis van hun receptie van het 
verleden en hun ervaringen in het heden. Het gaat in op de vraag "Hoe 
functioneren verleden en heden als oriënterende functie voor de 
toekomst?"  

 
Dit onderzoeksproject richt zich op de nood aan onderzoek waarbij 

aandacht wordt besteed aan de ervaringen van jongeren met autoritaire 
regimes en overgangsjustitie. Het stelt dat de onderzoekskloof in de 
studie van jongeren met betrekking tot overgangsjustitie — meer 
bepaald in Afrika — de stilzwijgendheid versterkt waaraan jongeren 
voortdurend worden blootgesteld, en hun rol als agents van 
maatschappelijke transformatie minimaliseert (Diouf, 2003 & Honwana, 
2012 ). Het wil de economische, sociale en emotionele uitdagingen 
waarmee jongeren in hun dagelijks leven worden geconfronteerd, 
centraal stellen en onderzoeken hoe bredere sociale, politieke en 
economische processen jongeren vormen. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 
 

Introduction 
 

 
 
 
 

"Every search begins in poverty. Something is needed. Something is lacking. 
But knowledge is too poor to know what, so a search also begins in not 

knowing." 
David Appelbaum, “The Enigma of the Search” 

 
 

“There is an ‘I do not know’ that is at the limit of knowledge but that belongs 
to knowledge. We always pronounce it too early, still knowing all – or too late, 

when I no longer know that I do not know.” 
Maurice Blanchot, The Space of Literature` 

 
 

 
The task of this dissertation is to describe youth experience as lived in 
the context of authoritarian rule and transitional justice, in order to get 
a better understanding of how youth in The Gambia come to terms with 
the testimonies told at the Truth, Reconciliation and Reparations 
Commission (TRRC). This thesis explores how the TRRC testimonies 
transmit previously unknown information about the past and how 
youth convey the knowledge that has been impressed upon them. How 
are youth urged to listen to and remember past events by bearing 
witness to the witnesses? As Robert Brinkley and Steven Youra suggest 
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in “Tracing Shoah” (1996: 123, quoted in Simon et. al, 2000: 214-215): "To 
receive the words of a witness is to find that one has also become a 
witness, that one's responses are there for others to witness as well. Once 
the transmission begins, one cannot stand outside its address.” 
  

Therefore, as I receive the stories of how the students experience 
witnessing the testimonies, I am also a witness. My own experiences, 
interests and speculations have sparked and fueled the ardor for this 
project, which looks deeply into how witnessing testimonies about past 
human rights abuses is experiences by young people. I wanted to hear 
their stories; I wanted to understand the experiences they had 
undergone in order to describe in depth the ways in which they actually 
experience learning about what happened in the past through the TRRC 
testimonies and how they cope with what they heard. How do I respond 
to these deeply felt lived experiences and how can I be a “worthy 
witness” (Winn & Ubiles, 2011) to the stories that are entrusted to me?  
 

In History’s Disquiet, Harry Harootunian writes about the 
Japanese author and literary critic Hideo Kobayashi who claimed that 
“historical narrative had lost its living relationship to the present-real 
life” (2000: 152). By exclusively focusing on causal connections to tell the 
story of an event, personal and common experiences like loss and 
memories of the past have been neglected and the meaning of the event 
is lost. The historical reality of an event is hence always different from 
how it was experienced. According to Kobayashi, historical reality is 
incomplete if it only records the existence of the event because “meaning 
comes not from the event as such but from those who feel its force, 
which strangely becomes an event to be remembered” (Harootunian, 
2000: 153-154). Educational theorists Roger Simon and Claudia Eppert, 
who study the remembrance of traumatic histories, made the same 
observation that “history becomes meaningful when seen through the 
lens of personal experience” (Simon & Eppert, 1997: 175).  
 

In this thesis, I explore the lived experiences of the young 
people who listen and bear witness to unarticulated, unknown and 
unspeakable histories as an attempt to bring youth’s experiences into 
the story of authoritarian rule in The Gambia and the transitional justice 
process that followed. The French philosopher Paul Ricoeur insisted 
that every person is “a tapestry of stories heard and told.” The stories 
we hear and tell rearrange and transform our experiences and our “life 
stories and life histories are [thus] always parts of larger stories and 
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histories in which we find ourselves interwoven or entwined” (Kearney, 
2006: xi-xx). 
 
 
Youth and Transitional Justice: A context for this study 
 
The Gambia is the smallest country on the African mainland and has a 
population of 2,3 million of which almost sixty percent is below the age 
of 24 (IndexMundi, 2019). For years it has had — relatively — the largest 
outflow of young people who brace the perilous and clandestine 
journey to Europe, colloquially known as the ‘back way’ (Embiricos, 
2016).  The name for a journey that thousands of young people make on 
land, desert and sea to reach Europe. Hoping to get a better life. 
 

From July 1994 until January 2017, the country suffered under 
the dictatorship of President Yahya Jammeh, whose corruption and 
serious human rights violations left Gambia politically and 
economically isolated. Development money was halted, and large 
investments were noticeably not made. Only the main roads are paved. 
Street lighting is scarce, and the power goes out continuously. On my 
way to one of the participants, my driver Kebba, commented that 
because the traffic is so terrible, the only way to get around in the 
country is by taking the ‘back ways.’ The mini state enclosed by Senegal 
has a fragile economy that depends on tourism, money that Gambians 
send to their families from abroad, the port and agriculture. The poor 
economic situation and the lack of opportunities at home left many 
young people feeling discouraged and to this day, many are still 
embarking daily on a dangerous journey towards an uncertain existence 
on the European continent. This present situation made me question: 
how do youth in The Gambia consider the country’s future or “horizon 
of expectation” when they are coming to terms with the country’s past 
“space of experience”? (Koselleck, 2004)  
 

In the last decade, the scholarship surrounding ‘transitional 
justice’ has become its own sub-discipline. However, my impression is 
that there is a research gap into the reception of transitional justice 
processes, such as truth commissions, by the general public. I decided 
to focus on youth because the experiences of youth in relation to 
transitional justice processes and authoritarian rule has been both 
under-studied as well as misunderstood. In Phenomenology of Youth 
Cultures and Globalization, Kennelly and Poyntz make the pertinent 
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remark that it’s often the case in youth research that young people’s 
lives are rendered as separated from the structures and histories that 
shape them. It is thus important to posit youth’s experiences as 
“emerging from a past, while lived in the present” (2015: 3). 
 
 
Research Question and Theoretical position 
 
The purpose of this hermeneutic phenomenological research is to 
explore and understand what it means for Gambian youth to listen to 
the TRRC testimonies. Phenomenology is concerned with the study of 
phenomena, the structures of consciousness and experiences in and of 
the world. Turning towards a phenomena, it wonders how an 
individual experiences it, not how they perceive it or judge it. 
Phenomenology is interested in the subjective conscious experience of a 
person living in and interacting with the world and as such it studies 
lived experiences. As a research method it aims to describe a person’s 
lived experience of phenomena, both in terms of what was experienced, 
how it was experienced and what that experience meant for them. 
Through careful investigation of individual experiences, the researcher 
reveals the common characteristics of an experience or an event (van 
Manen, 1990). 
 

This study focuses on the nature of witnessing testimonies 
about what happened in the past —as it is experienced by young people 
in The Gambia today—concerning itself with the subjective point of 
view. It seeks to bring to light, retrospectively, the essence of witnessing 
testimonies about what happened in the past for Gambian youth. Two 
main sets of questions are brought together in this work.  

The first being related to the personal realm: What does it mean 
for youth in The Gambia to learn about what happened in the past 
through the testimonies told at the TRRC hearings? How do they 
acknowledge, make sense of and come to terms with revelations about 
the past and construct expectations for the future? How do Gambian 
youth who are the recipients of the accounts of witnesses, who bear 
witness to previously unarticulated, unknown and unspeakable 
histories, come to terms with what they hear?  

The second set of questions concerns the interpersonal realm: 
How is the private sphere of individual experiences related to the public 
sphere of transpersonal values and dominant ideologies? How do 
narratives of trauma and suffering circulate in the public domain? How 
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does the TRRC transform private meanings into public meanings as well 
as turning public meanings into private meanings? 
 
 My primary interest is not to answer the question: What 
happened? What animates this work is my interest in understanding 
how the violence of the Jammeh regime was folded into the everyday 
life of youth in Gambia and how they come to terms with hearing the 
stories that deal with pasts which are continually haunting the present. 
How do the occurrences that are brought to light through the 
testimonies, become incorporated into the everyday life of young 
people? 
 
 With this interpretive study, which is interdisciplinary in 
nature, straddling several disciplines, including African Studies, 
History, and Anthropology. I attempt to contribute to a more composite 
picture of the impact — for youth in particular — of learning about what 
happened in the past though testimonies and to add both depth and 
breadth to the research on transitional justice, everyday life under 
dictatorship and historical consciousness in The Gambia. Its emphasis 
is on the stories young people told during in-depth conversational 
interviews about their experiences listening to testimonies and growing 
up during the dictatorship. 
 
 
Researcher’s experiences 
 
As I undertake this research I do so with my own life experiences. These 
include: influences from my family; my training as a historian; being a 
mixed-race Black Muslim women living in Belgium with both Belgian 
and Gambian origins; having spent a lot of time in The Gambia growing 
up, including living there for a year; having family members who have 
directly and indirectly been victimized by the Jammeh regime; having 
experienced a devastating loss myself. As I turn towards the 
phenomenon of witnessing testimonies about the human rights 
violations that occurred during the Jammeh regime, I am deeply aware 
of my own experiences and positioning. Van Manen reminds us that:  
 

“Phenomenological research does not start or proceed in a 
disembodied fashion. It is always a project of someone: a real 
person, who, in the context of particular individual, social, and 
historical life circumstances, sets out to make sense of a certain 
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aspect of human existence. But while this recognition does not 
negate the plausibility of the insights gained from a specific 
piece of phenomenological work, it does reveal the scope and 
nature of the phenomenological project itself. A 
phenomenological description is always one interpretation, and 
no single interpretation of human experience will ever exhaust 
the possibility of yet another complementary, or even 
potentially richer or deeper description” (van Manen, 1990: 31). 

 
One of the intentions of hermeneutic phenomenological 

research is to attempt to break down the subject/object dichotomy in 
order to look at how beings-in-the-world are in relation to their world. 
The researcher is not an objective observer but an involved collaborator 
(Welch, 2001: 68). In Humanizing research: Decolonizing qualitative inquiry 
with youth and communities, Diango Paris and Maisha T. Winn insist that, 
in order to “decolonize […and] humanize the research process,” 
researchers must work to be worthy of the stories the participants share 
with them (2013: 8). Phenomenological engagement is always a personal 
engagement (van Manen, 1990: 156). To conduct this type of research, I 
needed to reflect and put in the work to be worthy of those who 
contribute to the research and I needed to remain open as to how my 
own pre-understandings based on lived experiences, theoretical biases 
and personal assumptions might influence and become further 
uncovered during the research process. As Joan W. Scott (1991) 
convincingly argues it is important to recognize the knower's stake in 
the production of knowledge. Which means acknowledging the ways in 
which my knowledge is grounded in my practical, personal, and 
participatory experience in the field as well as my life experiences 
(Jackson, 1989: 3).  
 

In her seminal work Decolonizing Methodologies, Maori 
anthropologist Linda Tuhiwai Smith, argues that “[f]rom the vantage 
point of the colonized, […] the term 'research' is inextricably linked to 
European imperialism and colonialism (2012: 1).” Doing research in 
Africa as a Gambian-Belgian woman, trained as a historian in Belgium, 
prompted me to question the way I carry out this research project. How 
can Phenomenology, as a “deeply Euro-American intellectual 
movement yield productive insights for an engaged analysis of society, 
culture and politics in the so-called developing world?” (Ugor, 2015: 
137). It required of me a reflective and intentional self-examination. My 
aim is to provide an alternative way to study how people relate to the 
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past, intended to give voice and prominence to communities and 
peoples previously marginalized in contemporary research practices 
and relegated to the margins of history. For van Manen, hermeneutic 
phenomenological research is “critically oriented action research” 
which is not external or top-down. By deepening thought, it radicalizes 
thinking and the action that flows from it (van Manen, 1990: 154-156). 
Van Manen states that: 
 

“[becoming] more thoughtfully or attentively aware of aspects 
of human life which hitherto were merely glossed over or taken-
for-granted will more likely bring us to the edge of speaking up, 
speaking out, or decisively acting in social situations that ask 
for such action. And while phenomenology as form of inquiry 
does not prescribe any particular political agenda suited for the 
social historical circumstances of a particular group or social 
class, the thoughtfulness phenomenology sponsors is more 
likely to lead to an indignation, concern, or commitment that, if 
appropriate, may prompt us to turn to such political agenda” 
(van Manen, 1990: 154). 

 
Turning towards the phenomenon of witnessing testimonies 

about what happened in the past, meant committing and surrendering 
to a process which would take up and involve my whole way of being. 
Before undertaking this research, I had to identify and acknowledge my 
own biases and assumptions, to ensure that their impact and influence 
can be taken into account. In interpretative phenomenological research, 
the researcher’s biases and assumption are not bracketed or set aside as 
opposed to descriptive phenomenological research but are considered 
essential to the interpretive process. Throughout the research process I 
journaled my thoughts and feelings which assisted me in the process of 
reflection and interpretation and to keep track of how my personal 
assumptions, influences and experiences might contribute to the 
research (Laverty, 2003). These reflections are compiled below.  
 

I came to research because I was hurting, because I hoped to 
find a way to displace my pain, to not succumb to it, to comprehend 
what was happening around me. For the pain to be useful someway, for 
it to transcend into something meaningful. Maybe it’s when you feel 
most lost and straddled, with no directions, no road signs, no firm 
ground to stand on. When you feel no resistance, that you open the door 
for the unknown to enter. It’s then, when you feel completely 
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defenseless, that thoughts, words, sentiments traverse you and surge 
forth a creation that needs to be grasped and pursued, passionately. 
Pursuing a phenomenological study entails opening oneself up. It 
means committing oneself to the act of surrender, and through that 
surrender to find new insights into a phenomena.  
 

Two trips to The Gambia have been formative in my decision to 
dedicate myself to studying how people relate to the past in The 
Gambia. The first was a spontaneous holiday in 2015. After spending 
eight months in Australia, I felt a calling to go to The Gambia and to stay 
there for three months. The Gambia, a place that felt both strangely 
familiar and foreign. It was that journey that compelled me to study 
history. More specifically to study the relationship people in the Greater 
Senegambia (Barry, 1997) have to the past and the practices surrounding 
it. To perceive the world, no longer as a race without end, a challenge 
having constantly to be met, but as the rediscovery of meaning.  

The second formative stay was four years later. Again, I booked 
a last-minute flight after feeling an urge to go to The Gambia. Somehow, 
I believed I would find my purpose there again. Setting out to study 
how masquerades relate to historical culture, I was pulled in another 
direction when I was informed, by happenstance, about the Truth, 
Reconciliation and Reparations Commission that was taking place and 
on a hiatus because of Ramadan. Conversations with people, seeing 
how it moved them, sparked my interest and impelled me to pursue this 
project. I hope that along with me the reader will also wonder, about the 
nature of witnessing testimonies about what happened in the past and 
ask, “What does it mean for youth in The Gambia to learn about what 
happened in the past through the testimonies told at the TRRC 
hearings?” The journey to answer this question begins. 
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Overview of Chapters 
 
This thesis contains nine chapters, including Chapter One, the 
Introduction. 
 

Chapter Two, “Suffering and Injustice: everyday life under 
dictatorship” gives an overview of what has previously been written 
about the suffering and injustice Gambians endured under the 
authoritarian rule of Yahya Jammeh from 1994 to 2017. It provides 
context for the study by exploring relevant literature on the different 
factors that led to the 1994 coup d’état that put Jammeh in power, the 
two-year military rule that followed and the situation in The Gambia 
during the presidency of Yahya Jammeh. It considers a framework to 
attempt to understand and write a history of suffering and injustice 
under authoritarian rule in The Gambia. 
 

Chapter Three, “Gambia’s Search for Truth and Justice” lays out 
the ongoing transitional justice process that The Gambia has embarked 
on to address the legacy of authoritarian rule. Firstly, it provides the 
context for the establishment of the Truth Reconciliation and 
Reparations Commission after the December 2016 elections. Secondly, it 
discusses the TRRC’s mandate, staff and commissioners, the launch of 
the TRRC, the methodology that was chosen and how it is implemented.  
 

Chapter Four, “Research Design” is concerned with the design 
of this research project and delves into the philosophical framework 
undergirding this study. It discusses how the research is situated 
theoretically and methodologically, including the basic principles of the 
philosophy of phenomenology and Heidegger’s hermeneutic 
phenomenology as developed into a research method by Gadamer and 
Max van Manen. Finally, it describes the approach and methods of 
analysis employed in this study, as guided by the work of van Manen. 
  

Chapter Five, “Method,” outlines the research technique and 
the procedure employed for carrying out this project. It provides 
information on the participants and their recruitment, the criteria for 
inclusion in this study, ethical considerations and how the data were 
gathered. It provides a step-by-step account of the techniques used for 
the analysis of the data, from the process of deriving anecdotes from the 
transcripts, interpreting the anecdotes and the identification of sub 
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themes and themes. Finally, the rigor of this project is evaluated using 
the criteria suggested by Guba and Lincoln (1998).  
 

Chapter Six, “Feeling Pain in the Body of Another” is the first 
data findings chapter and introduces the first of three themes. It 
addresses how young people in Gambia relate to victims who narrate 
how they have suffered and continue to suffer because of the Jammeh 
regime. It seeks an insider’s view by considering the role that 
intersubjectivity, the ethics of burial and remembrance and collectivism 
play in how youth receive the TRRC testimonies. It considers how the 
private sphere of individual experiences relates to the public sphere of 
transpersonal values and dominant ideologies and how narratives of 
trauma and suffering circulate in the public domain. It seeks to answer 
the question: “How does the TRRC transform private meanings into 
public meanings as well as turning public meanings into private 
meanings?”  
 

Chapter Seven, “Between Knowing and Not Knowing” is the 
second data findings chapter and concerns the tension between 
intrinsically and tacitly knowing something was happening, through 
circulating knowledges and personal recollection, while at the same 
time not knowing what was happening. This chapter seeks to explore 
how the knowledge about the past the participants receive from the 
TRRC testimonies relates back to their own lived experiences growing 
up during the dictatorship. 
 

Chapter Eight, “Imagining the Future” is the third data findings 
chapter and explores how youth construct expectations about the future 
based on their reception of the past and their experience of the present 
(Ricoeur, 1994). It addresses the question “How does the past and 
present function as an orientative function for the future? “  
 

The final chapter, Chapter Nine, “Conclusion” brings together 
the findings from the previous three with the research question and 
research objectives. It discusses the implications of the findings and its 
contributions. Limitations are identified and suggestions are made for 
future research. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 
 
 

Suffering and injustice: everyday life under dictatorship 
 

 
 
 

O man of power 
Do you not see the pain? 

In the eyes 
Of all those grieving souls 

Staring straight at you 
Do you not hear the screams 

Of all the trees and birds and lizards 
The anguished pleas 

Of the fleas and the bees 
Buzzing around you 

Do you not hear 
The violent protests 

Of the earth 
Everywhere you go 

Do you not hear the cries 
Of abused power 

From the silent hell 
Of violent history 

Do you not see the sadness 
On the faces 

Of the passing clouds 
As they watch you fall 

From the blows of 
Your own power? 

Jallow Galleh Baba, “Sad Clouds” 
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Introduction 
 
This chapter is an attempt to shine light on the Gambian context by 
exploring relevant literature on the suffering and injustice Gambians 
endured under the authoritarian rule of Yahya Jammeh from 1994 to 
2017. Firstly, it examines what has been written on the different factors 
that led to the 1994 coup d’état that put Jammeh in power, the two-year 
military rule that followed and the situation in The Gambia during the 
presidency of Yahya Jammeh. In order to understand the transitional 
justice process that followed the end Jammeh’s rule, it is essential that 
we first understand the historical background that paved the road to the 
launch of the TRRC. Secondly, it considers a framework to attempt to 
understand and write a history of suffering and injustice under 
authoritarian rule in The Gambia.  
 
 The approach that was chosen to think about suffering in The 
Gambia refers to how Simone Weil treats this notion, by linking it to the 
concept of “affliction” instead of “oppression.” In her words, “affliction 
is an uprooting of life” and involves a combination of physical pain, 
spiritual distress, and social degradation. The cry of someone suffering 
affliction from the injustice done to them is “Why am I being hurt?” 
(Bell, 2004). This cry, that went unheard for so long in The Gambia, is 
central in this literature review, which will be a history of the Jammeh 
era in the Gambia “read through the wound,” in the words of theologian 
Walter Brueggemann. A reading of history “through the wound” 
requires that we listen to the cries of injustice (Bell, 2004). Relevant 
literature is reviewed on everyday life under dictatorship. By critically 
analyzing theoretical frameworks and concepts from Giorgio Agamben, 
Michel Foucault and Achille Mbembe among others, it seeks to explore 
the forms of power that have oppressed the Gambian people and 
convey something of the suffering and injustice they endured. 
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The events leading up to the 1994 coup d’état  
 
 

Memorable 
Exciting 
Awesome 

A week of suffering 
Hunger, no play 
The roads taboo 

The guns! Yes the Guns 
Kukoi came 
Jawara fled 

People died, Gambians died 
Senegalese came 

And died 
Jawara brought back 

Kukoi escaped 
Bad memory 

I was so young! 
Mariama Khan, “1981” 

 
 
In the early hours of the day of 30 July 1981, while President Dawda 
Jawara was in London attending the wedding of Prince Charles and 
Lady Diana Spencer, a Marxist politician named Kukoi Samba Sanyang 
led a group of “civilian radicals, disgruntled field force personnel, and 
taxi drivers” to attempt to overthrow the government (Kandeh, 2004: 
180). This attempted coup which Jimmy Kandeh termed a “civilian or 
“taxi drivers” coup”, was the first serious challenge to Jawara’s 
government, the People's Progressive Party (PPP), which had ruled the 
country since obtaining its independence from Britain in February 1965. 
The main group behind the coup was the Gambia Revolutionary 
Socialist Party (GRSP), led by Dr Penku George and supported by 
members of the Gambian Field Forces, a paramilitary group numbering 
less than three hundred soldiers. Most of the members involved in the 
coup were Jolas, an ethnic group that according to Kandeh, was the most 
disadvantaged in Gambian society (Kandeh, 2004: 180). Sanyang and his 
supporters took over the national radio and in a 30-minute radio 
broadcast, condemned Jawara’s PPP government of “imperialism, 
neocolonialism, corruption, tribalism and economic mismanagement,” 
which led to mass “unemployment and injustice” (Sallah, 1990: 633).  
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Following the radio broadcast, exuberant crowds took to the 

streets of Banjul. Jawara asked for help from Senegal, a country with 
which the Gambia had signed a mutual assistance treaty in 1965. After 
a week of brutal and bloody fighting the troops from the neighboring 
country ended the rebellion, which left an estimated 500 people dead 
and restored the PPP government to power (Hughes and Perfect, 2006). 
According to Sallah’s breakdown of the events Jawara’s presence at the 
Royal wedding could be described as a “symbolic ‘neo-colonial 
gesture’” (Sallah, 1990: 638), that exposed the disparity between the 
excessive perks enjoyed by the leaders in an ocean of desperate poverty. 
The unsuccessful rebellion left a deep impression on the morale of the 
people and brought in a wave of despair. As Sallah notes, “many 
interpreted the bloody revolt as God's predestined will, instead of an 
avoidable violent expression of youthful frustrations with the status 
quo” (Sallah, 1990: 638). 
 
 Kandeh diagnoses the years following the failed coup as a 
period marked by an increase in government corruption, endemic 
poverty and discontentment amongst the public. Even though Jawara 
had the reputation in the West of being “a champion of democracy and 
human rights,” Kandeh contends that the perceived domestic 
tranquility, political stability and economic success in The Gambia 
concealed the corruption of a political system enmeshed in “patronage, 
nepotism and cronyism” (Kandeh, 1996: 391). On the economic front, 
Saine points towards the low living standard in the country, ranking 
166th in the world out of 173 countries according to the UNDP Human 
Development Index. After 1981 approximately 63 percent of the 
population was still living below the poverty line (Saine, 2000: 75). The 
failure of the government to apprehend the failed coup as an innuendo 
to reform the political and economic system in order to advance the 
living conditions of the people and rebuilt their trust in their leaders, 
fostered a climate in which the likelihood of a second coup being staged 
became increasingly likely. 
 
 
The 1994 coup d’état 
 
In 1994 Jawara and his party had been in power for three decades, 
making him the continent’s longest-serving national leader and the last 
politician of the period of independence that remained in power in 
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Africa (Hughes and Perfect, 2006 & Wiseman and Vidler, 1995). 
Although most Gambians agree that Jawara was not a dictator and 
maintained a “quasi-democratic political system” (Kandeh, 2004: 179), 
the PPP remained a dominant party throughout the period thanks to the 
weakness of the opposition - its leaders used to be co-opted and 
incorporated into the PPP and regime access depended largely on 
informal clientelist networks (Kandeh, 2004: 180) - the low interest in 
politics by many Gambians and the support that Jawara raised among 
the majority Mandinka. Some of Jawara’s critics went as far as 
describing the Gambian political experience as a “sembocracy”, “sembo” 
being the Mandinka word for “power” or “force” (Saine, 2008a: 454). 
Loum characterizes the PPP government as a classic example of 
“democratic disempowerment” (Loum, 2002: 153) and Yeebo describes 
Jawara’s democracy as a “neocolonial “casino” capitalist democracy” in 
which most Gambians where subjected to the position of involuntary 
bystander (Yeebo, 1995: 3). While Edie argues that Jawara’s three 
decades in power was a “democratic façade anchored on one-party 
domination” (Edie, 2000: 192). However, despite the fact that in practice 
Gambia was a single-party state, this never materialized legally, and the 
electoral processes were generally reported as being clean. By the early 
1990s, the popularity of the government had waned because of 
economic mismanagement, rampant corruption and the lack of 
economic and infrastructural development (Davidheiser and Hultin, 
2012: 129). By 1994, The Gambia was still one of the poorest countries in 
Africa and the world with over 75 percent of the population living in 
absolute poverty and a life expectancy as low as forty years for both men 
and women. (Edie, 2000 & Loum, 2002)  
 
 The Gambia has always been an anomaly in the African political 
context. In the first decades after independence, while most of the 
continent's countries drifted into military governments or single-party 
dictatorships, The Gambia retained its multi-party democratic system, 
even though the PPP never lost power. This made The Gambia the 
longest continuously surviving multi-party democracy in the continent. 
At the end of the 20th century, when most of the African countries 
abandoned dictatorships and adopted democratic multi-party political 
systems, the opposite process took place in The Gambia with the 
military seizing power (Perfect, 2008: 435). When the Gambian army 
seized power on 22 July 1994, it thus brought to an end two remarkable 
records and the ending of an era not just for The Gambia but for the 
whole of Africa (Wiseman and Vidler, 1995: 53). 
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 On the morning of 22 July 1994, a small group of armed soldiers, 
later identified as junior officers of the Gambian National Army, 
approached the State House where they easily overpowered the 
presidential guards, and took over the state, having met limited 
resistance (Dwyer, 2017: 6). Upon hearing about the soldiers 
approaching State House, Jawara managed to escape to an American 
military ship, from where he demanded that the rebels lay down their 
weapons. The US Army did not want to help him quell the coup, but 
took him to Senegal, where he was able to take refuge. The whole affair 
was over by midday without any bloodshed. At around 6pm, the 
soldiers broadcasted their first radio message on Radio Gambia 
announcing that government was in the hands of the Armed Forces 
Provisional Ruling Council (AFPRC) led by the then-twenty-nine-year-
old Lt Yahya Jammeh (Wiseman, 1996: 918). Jammeh, as the new head 
of state, promised “a new era of freedom, progress, democracy and 
accountability” and promised to be “soldiers with a difference” 
determined to be more responsive to the needs and aspirations of 
ordinary citizens (Kandeh, 2004: 182-187). The next day the other 
members of the council where announced as Lt Sana Sabally, Lt Sadibou 
Hydara, Lt Edward Singhateh and Yankuba Touray (all would later be 
promoted to captain) (Wiseman and Vidler, 1995: 57). The soldiers 
announced that the government was overthrown, the 1970 constitution 
was suspended, the House of Representatives abolished, and all 
political parties were banned (Dwyer, 2017 & Perfect, 2008). 
 
 The new council justified the coup, initially euphemistically 
described as a “revolution,” largely on the grounds of the PPP 
government’s rampant corruption, complacency, and poor handling of 
the country's economy (Perfect, 2008: 431). Jammeh proclaimed that the 
main incentive to seize power was “the firm belief that there was need 
to put a halt to the plundering and pillage of this country’s resources by 
a privileged few to the detriment of the downtrodden majority.” As 
Jammeh put it, the AFPRC coup “marked the end of an era in which a 
parasitic minority thrived on the labor and sweat of the toiling majority” 
(Kandeh, 2004: 183). However, many authors have cited personal 
resentment of Jammeh towards Jawara and dissatisfaction on the part 
of the Army with working conditions and with the presence of Nigerian 
officers in the high command, as well as expectations of personal 
enrichment, as the main incentives for the coup. According to Wiseman, 
“the most obvious possible motivation for the coup was the simple 
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desire on the part of the plotters to seize power in order to gain access 
to the considerable gains which accrue from controlling the state, and 
the “rent-seeking” opportunities that such control includes” (Perfect, 
2008 & Wiseman, 1996 & Saine, 1996). Jammeh quickly established a 
military board that ruled by decree for the next two years and promised 
a series of reforms to end Gambia's problems. The headline of the Daily 
Observer published after the coup read: "We will not introduce the 
dictatorship in our country" (Sanyang and Camara, 2017: 7). 
 
 Jammeh’s justification of the coup as “an anti-corruption effort 
aimed at a stagnant elite” (Hultin et al., 2017) generated considerable 
excitement and support, especially among young marginalized people 
and other sectors of society who suffered grievances under the PPP 
government (Saine, 2008a & Hughes, 2000: 35-36). The coup was also 
welcomed by the main opposition parties, the National Convention 
Party (NCP) and the Gambian People's Party (GPP) (Perfect, 2008: 432). 
The only party to oppose and openly criticize the new regime was the 
small but influential radical party, the People’s Democratic 
Organization for Independence and Socialism (PDOIS) (Wiseman and 
Vidler, 1995: 62). As Kandeh noted, an important parallel between the 
failed coup of 1981 and the 1994 coup was the leadership role of Jolas. 
Both Sanyang and Jammeh are Jola, an ethnic group that suffered from 
discrimination and deprivation because of social stigma. However, in 
general ethnicity did not play a significant role in the staging of the coup 
as both the coup leaders as well as the AFPRC members had varied 
ethnic backgrounds. Jammeh was a Jola, Sabally was Fula, Hydara was 
a ‘Moor’ (of Mauritanian ancestry), Touray was Mandinka, and 
Singhateh was a Christian Mandinka with an English mother (Wiseman, 
921). As a result, most of the support for the AFPRC coup came from 
subaltern groups, regardless of ethnicity (Kandeh, 2004: 184). The initial 
internal popularity of the coup can thus be explained by the 
complacency of the government and its disregard for the economic and 
social well-being of the people (Loum, 2002: 154). However, Wiseman 
and Vidler posit that the reported widespread popularity among the 
population must be put into perspective, as most Gambians still carried 
vivid memories of the cataclysmic and bloody violence of 1981. Most 
likely the initial popular sentiment was more one of relief that there was 
no repeat of the violence and bloodshed (Wiseman and Vidler, 1995 & 
Loum, 2002). Another facet that played into the initial popularity of the 
coup leaders was their youthfulness — all were under the age of 30 — 
and their use of a populist rhetoric (Kandeh, 1996: 387). 
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Everyday life under dictatorship (1994-2016) 
 
 
The very atmosphere we breath in many areas of life in our society seems to be 

suffused with an authoritarian odor [..]. 
Kwasi Wiredu, Philosophy and an African Culture 

 
 
With the 1994 coup d’état a new dictatorial era began under the AFPRC, 
whose first two years were characterized by purges within the military, 
imprisonment, intimidation, harassment and deportation of dissident 
politicians, journalists and members of civil society, summary 
executions, arbitrary arrests, torture, enforced disappearances and a 
level of violence hitherto unpublished in The Gambia (Saine, 2003: 375). 

In this section I explore how power, violence, the law, religion 
and mysticism were intertwined, and structured everyday life in The 
Gambia for twenty-two years. I will examine both the specific structures 
of oppression and technologies of power utilized by the government as 
well as the social and cultural practices the Gambian people developed 
as a ‘way of life’ in opposition to those structures of oppression. As 
Achille Mbembe explains in On the Postcolony: 
 

“[In] the postcolonial historical trajectory, the authoritarian 
mode can no longer be interpreted strictly in terms of 
surveillance, or the politics of coercion. The practices of 
ordinary citizens cannot always be read in terms of ‘opposition 
to the state’, ‘deconstructing power’ and ‘disengagement’. In 
the postcolony, an intimate tyranny links the rulers with the 
ruled [...]. If subjection appears more intense than it might be, 
this is because the subjects of the commandement have 
internalized authoritarian epistemology to the point where they 
reproduce it themselves in all the minor circumstances of daily 
life” (Mbembe, 2001: 128). 

 
The authoritarian modes and technologies of power that I will 

consider are the relationship between sovereign power and the “state of 
exception”, panopticism, paranoia and the culture of silence, “politique du 
ventre” and the suffering poor and finally Jammeh’s image of power and 
his personality cult. 
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The relationship between sovereign power and the “state of exception” 
 
 

In the great land of the mighty emperor 
He feeds on the fear of the children 

In pointing, he pierces the sky 
His shroud, ninkinanka 

Tiki taka 
Tip tap, his mysticism 

Creeps 
Pictures paint the sky 

Dye, die 
Hi, bye 
We lie 
Under 

Mile 2 sky. 
Momodou Salleh, The Dictator and the Heretic 

 
 
In his bestseller Homo Sacer, the Italian Philosopher Giorgio Agamben 
poses the argument that the essence of sovereign power is constituted 
by the sovereign’s ability to decide on the life and death of his subjects, 
who - with their bare existence - are completely at his mercy. Hence the 
title of his book: ‘Homo Sacer (the outlaw). Sovereign power and bare 
life.’ Agamben seeks to understand the mechanisms by which the 
sovereign manages to make the law have an impact on the bare 
existence of his subjects. He finds this mechanism in Carl Schmitt's 
legitimacy of the “state of exception” which, on closer inspection, 
assigns entire sections of the population to the position of bare life: the 
outlaw that can be killed with impunity. The sovereign has the absolute 
power to enforce law and order and to use brutal force. In Agamben’s 
words: “Sovereignty thus presents itself as an incorporation of the state 
of nature in society, or, if one prefers, as a state of indistinction between 
nature and culture, between violence and law, and this very 
indistinction constitutes specifically sovereign violence” (Agamben, 
1998: 35). Working with Agamben’s concepts of sovereign power and 
violence I will argue that The Gambia can be considered as a state of 
exception under the Jammeh dictatorship, and that Yahya Jammeh can 
be recognized as the sovereign power. Through Agamben’s concept of 
‘homo sacer’ and ‘bare life’ the position of many Gambian people can be 
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understood. Although in Agamben’s analysis the state of exception 
primarily refers to extrajudicial killings, I will expand this notion and 
include other injustices suffered such as physical pain, emotional and 
spiritual distress, and social degradation.  
 
 After the coup, the AFPRC was in charge of governing The 
Gambia, and what was at first considered a temporary interference, 
turned into a longstanding dictatorship. Although the Junta claimed to 
be “soldiers with a difference,” the AFPRC’s record on corruption and 
democratization did not differ much from the previous regime. As 
Yeebo put it, the Junta’s “lack of political acumen, crude rhetoric and 
their distinct inability to inspire confidence and mobilize the people for 
socioeconomic development—all show that they are not soldiers with a 
difference’” (Yeebo, 1995: 45, emphasis added). The initial excitement 
that accompanied the coup quickly gave way to an atmosphere of 
authoritarianism and agonizing poverty. Gambian society became less 
free, less open and more violent. From 1994 till 1998 the Freedom House 
ranked The Gambia as one of the least free and open societies (Kandeh, 
2004: 196).  
 
 Agamben’s concept of “state of exception” will help to 
understand this transition to dictatorship. The post-coup situation, in 
which the constitution was suspended, and citizens became subjected to 
violence can be defined as a state of exception. After the coup, life 
changed in The Gambia as human rights were violated to an extreme 
extend by the military. Because, in Agamben’s terms, Jammeh as the 
sovereignty related to both law and the ‘state of nature’ (violence), the 
‘state of nature’ also related to law. The boundary between violence and 
law therefore became blurred. This became apparent in many situations 
and events during the period of dictatorship as Jammeh reversed his 
initial promise of more freedom, progress, democracy and 
accountability.  
 
 After being elected president, Jammeh consolidated his rule and 
grip on power. As a way to maintain control and to personalize power, 
he frequently reshuffled his government, reorganized leadership 
positions and dismissed anyone who was perceived as a potential rival 
(Bellagamba, 2015: 71). This pattern of arbitrary and frequent change, 
dependent on Jammeh’s whims and caprices, was such a regular 
practice that it became colloquially known as “the sweeping of 
Jammeh’s broom.” (Davidheiser and Hultin, 2012: 129) At the same 
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time, the periodic dismissing and detaining of government officials 
revealed a political climate of perpetual uncertainty in which absolute 
loyalty was commanded. This obsession with exercising absolute 
control led Jammeh to shunt all legitimate institutions of the state and 
to replace them with shadowy institutions, placed directly under his 
personal control. With that, the security forces developed into “an 
extension of Jammeh’s government allowed to operate with impunity.” 
(Davidheiser and Hultin, 2012: 129-130).   
 
 A clear example of the blurred distinction between law and 
violence, that characterized the state of exception in The Gambia, was 
the establishment by Decree 45 of the National Intelligence Agency 
(NIA) in 1995 or what Saine referred to as “the official repressive arm of 
the regime.” (Saine, 2003: 376) The decree stated that the NIA’s purpose 
was to:  
 

“obtain and provide the Government with information relating 
to actions or intentions of persons which may be a threat to state 
security; to protect the security of the state generally and, in 
particular, protect the state against threats from espionage, 
terrorism and activities relating to sabotage undertaken by 
Gambians or foreigners, agents of foreign powers, organisations 
or institutions.” 

 
 Decree 45 also authorized the NIA to “take adequate 
precautions to protect the state against actions which may undermine 
the government or lead to the overthrow of the government through 
industrial, violent or other means” (Dwyer, 2017: 8 & Kandeh, 2004: 
189). What followed was the formation of a secret police organization 
which was granted with virtually unlimited powers of surveillance and 
arrest and had as its main objective to suppress dissent and to harass 
anyone deemed hostile and a threat to the regime (Ibrahim, 2003: 57). 
The UN Special Rapporteur who investigated torture and other cruel, 
inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment in The Gambia in 2014 
found that “the practice of torture is prevalent and routine, in particular 
by the National Intelligence Agency during the initial stages of 
detention.” Two months after the establishment of the NIA, the death 
penalty was reinstated under Decree 52 after having been abolished in 
April 1993 (Wiseman, 1996: 927). Jammeh backtracked from his initial 
dictum in which he announced the position of the AFPRC regarding the 
death penalty stating that:  
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“We abhor the death penalty as much as any other Gambian. 
And let nobody fear, we are not going to set up any military 
tribunal. We have only suspended the constitution, but the 
judiciary will not be suspended. And all due process will take 
place without interference” (Kandeh, 2004: 190). 

 
 The justification given for reintroducing capital punishment 
was “a phenomenal rise in treasonable offenses” (Wiseman, 1996: 928). 
According to Kandeh however, this measure was intended to 
intimidate, silence and eliminate opposition (Kandeh, 2004: 191). 
Another decree that gravely affected the everyday life of the people was 
Decree 57, which was backdated to the date of the coup and granted the 
Minister of Interior the power to arrest and detain any person “in the 
interest of the security, peace, and stability of the Gambia.” As a result, 
individuals could be detained without charge and without the 
possibility to appeal to habeas corpus (Wiseman, 1996: 927-928). Another 
secret police unit that Jammeh put into place was the ‘Jungulars’, a 
personal militia group and ‘hit squad,’ composed of members of the 
Gambian Armed Forces who answered only to the president and were 
tasked with most of Jammeh’s extrajudicial killings (Dwyer, 2017: 9). 
 
 After abolishing the elected House of Representatives, 
legislation thus rested exclusively on the promulgation of 
unchallengeable military decrees (Wiseman, 1996: 937). We can 
conclude from this that the justice system and the court’s primary 
purpose was to enforce oppressive laws and decrees that would have a 
major impact on the Gambian way of life. The law became an instrument 
for control and surveillance that trampled on perceived offenders to 
preserve the repressive functioning of the regime. Jallow described the 
presence of the law in everyday life as a panoptic mechanism:  
 

“The law watches out for wrong smiles on the faces of people 
looking at an image of the dictator, browses the pages of 
journals for wrong words spoken in reference to the dictator, 
and is trampled and spat upon whenever and wherever it 
threatens to obstruct the objectives of the dictator” (Jallow, 2017: 
xix). 
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 Jammeh regularly proclaimed sovereign privilege in declaring 
states of emergency and suspending the law because of both imagined 
and real threats. In moments of vulnerability, he conjured emergency 
states, proclaiming fictive coup attempts that allowed him to declare 
states of siege, to purge the army of potential rivals and to consolidate 
power. Piot noted how these “staged” coups were meant to legitimate 
the power of the regime by demonstrating its capacity to act. “This act 
of conjury — “the resort to drama and fantasy to conjure up visible 
means of governance” (Comaroff and Comaroff, 2006: 292) — said 
nothing so much as “we are still here and in power”” (Piot, 2010: 41-42). 
Both in November 1994 and January 1995 Jammeh was convinced that 
armed factions within the army were plotting to violently overthrow his 
government. Whether this was actually the case is highly contested. 
Another interpretation of what happened is that Jammeh suspected a 
countercoup was being schemed and either decided to act in a pre-
emptive manner or to use the coup “attempt” as a justification to purge 
potential rivals within the army (Wiseman, 1996: 921).  
 

All the twenty-three soldiers believed to be involved in the 
November 1994 coup ‘attempt,’ were brutally executed and buried in 
anonymous graves (Kandeh, 2004: 190-191). The leaders of the supposed 
January 1995 coup ‘attempt’ were said to be Captains Sana Sabally, who 
has the Vice Chairman and Sadibou Hydara, the Minister of Interior; 
respectively they had ranked second and third in the AFPRC (Wiseman, 
1996: 922). It was claimed that they had attempted to assassinate 
Jammeh in his office but were overpowered by the security forces. 
Hydara died in jail five months after being arrested, supposedly as a 
result of complications arising from chronic high blood pressure, a 
condition his family denied him ever having. Sabally was sentenced to 
nine years imprisonment in December 1995, after being court martialed 
- in secretive condition - for treason and felony (Wiseman, Ibidem). This 
trend of accusations of coup plots and attempts persisted throughout 
Jammeh’s presidency as more alleged coup attempts and plots - most 
likely a combination of actual threats and fictive threats - were 
uncovered in 1996, 1997, 2000, 2003, 2006, 2009, and 2014 (Dwyer, 2017: 
9-10). As a result of the unstable political landscape, Jammeh became 
more paranoid. After the alleged coup attempt of January 2000, The 
Gambia saw a further entrenchment of authoritarianism and further 
deterioration of human rights as arbitrary arrests, enforced 
disappearances, severe prison sentences, torture and assassinations of 
alleged coup plotters (including his right-hand man and head of the 
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NIA, Daba Marenah) and dissidents was on a rise. Anybody who 
denounced or considered a threat to the regime could become in 
Agamben’s terms ‘homo sacer.’ An extreme instance of Jammeh’s 
capricious paranoia was the arrest of a woman spiritual healer for 
having dreamt (and talked) about Jammeh’s imminent downfall 
(Bellagamba, 2013: 92).  
 
 In April 2000, the Gambian Students Union (GAMSU) 
organized a demonstration to protest the failure of the government to 
investigate the rape of a schoolgirl by a uniformed paramilitary police 
officer and the fatal beating of a male student by Fire Service personnel. 
Security forces opened fire on the protesting students, killing fourteen 
people (Davidheiser and Hultin, 2012: 130). To cover up the massacre, 
the Indemnity Act, signed into law in 2001, which allowed the president 
to absolve members of the security forces from prosecution for any 
injury or death caused by the use of force during “unlawful assemblies, 
riotous situations, or public emergencies,” was backdated (Saine, 2008a: 
459).  
 The following year, the National Assembly passed the National 
Media Bill which allowed the NIA to censor and harass journalists and 
suppress dissidents (Saine, 2007: 86). Harassment of the press became 
even more rampant and journalists became the regime’s greatest victim. 
State-sponsored-violence against independent media, ranging from 
arbitrary arrest, persecution, deportation, detention by the NIA, arson 
attacks, destruction of property and physical brutality where common 
practices (Jallow, 2016: 29). The government’s hostility towards the 
press culminated in the assassination by government agents of Deyda 
Hydara, editor of The Point newspaper and regime critic, at the end of 
2004.  
 The health sector also suffered from Jammeh’s 
authoritarianism. Claiming to have found a cure for AIDS, Jammeh 
forced two thousand HIV positive patients to live in a camp, where they 
were given his own miracle treatment against the virus, consisting of a 
mixture of herbal medicine and spiritual healing techniques (Ipek, 2019: 
319). At the end of his presidency, some 9,000 people are believed to 
have been treated (Freeman, 2017). In the same year Jammeh declared 
that he would decapitate any homosexuals reported in the Gambia 
(Nyanzi, 2013: 67).  
 
 In 2009, a “witch-hunting campaign” was conducted around the 
country under the auspices of Gambian security forces and with the 
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support of Malian and Guinean “witch doctors.” Up to a thousand 
alleged “witches” - many of them elderly - were kidnapped from their 
villages and taken to “secret detention centers” where they were forced 
to drink hallucinogenic concoctions, causing severe psychological and 
physical distress, to coerce confessions out of them. Some of the alleged 
witches were also severely beaten or raped while in custody and a 

number died as a result (Freedman, 2014: 106 & Nossiter, 2009 & 
Bellagamba, 2010).  
 
 These events of state-sponsored repression and abuses pointed 
to the climate of fear that was created in The Gambia over the years of 
Jammeh’s rule. Later that year, in response to criticism by human rights 
organizations, Jammeh stated on national television that: “If you think 
that you can collaborate with so-called human rights defenders, and get 
away with it, you must be living in a dream world. I will kill you, and 
nothing will come out of it” (Integrated Regional Information Networks, 
2009 & Perfect, 2010: 56-57). In 2014 Jammeh decided to further crack 
down on LGBT+ people and came out with the following statement on 
state television during a speech on the occasion of the 49th anniversary 
of Gambia’s independence from Britain: “We will fight these vermins 
called homosexuals or gays the same way we are fighting malaria-
causing mosquitoes, if not more aggressively” (Lewis, 2014). In August, 
the National Assembly passed a bill that amended the national Criminal 
Code, which punishes anyone who identifies as - or is accused of 
identifying as – gay or lesbian, by introducing a life sentence for 
“aggravated homosexuality”. (Bellagamba, 2015: 72) 
 
 Jammeh’s regime was thus characterized by extreme bouts of 
massacre interspersed with everyday forms of terror as well as the 
coexistence of spectacular and disciplinary modalities of power 
(Foucault, 1995). Repression was both systematic as well as arbitrary. 
This “arbitrary deprivation of life” was brutally demonstrated by the 
2012 execution of nine dead row inmates without due process, thereby 
ending a 27-year moratorium on the death penalty (Bellagamba, 2013: 
91). Some of the online media speculated that the nine executions were 
meant as a human sacrifice. The fact that the family of the deceased were 
denied access to the bodies, which were buried in an unknown location 
only exacerbated this speculation” (Bellagamba, 2013: 92).  
 



Aminata Ndow 

42 

 This display of power is indicative of what the African 
American activist George Jackson termed ‘the prestige of power.’ The 
prestige of power is what prevents people from acting against power, 
without the need to rely on violence to sustain itself. As Jackson states,  
“it’s relying on something that happened in the past, or some 
accomplishment, or some, let’s say, coup, that went down in the past, 
where it secured itself. And it’s drifting at this point, the prestige of 
power means that it’s drifting at this point and living off its laurels. At 
this stage, people just are not inclined to attack that power” (Heiner, 
2007: 338-339). Jackson made the observation that where power’s 
prestige wanes and disciplinary power fails to manufacture docile 
bodies, the State resorts to spectacular violence to control its subjects 
and power consequently, “reverts back to its original […] raw brute 
force — violence” (Heiner, 2007: 342-343). 
 
 
Panopticism, paranoia and the fear-imposed culture of silence 
 
In Discipline and Punish, Michel Foucault, develops Jeremy Bentham’s 
Panopticon into a social theory known as Panopticism. An important 
instrument of the panoptic model is surveillance. The invisibility of the 
exercising of power makes the individual conscious of his permanent 
visibility, which results in an internalization of power. The fear of being 
seen or heard and subsequently punished instils discipline and 
regulation of behavior in the population (Scheper-Hughes, 1993). This 
is how paranoia becomes a part of life. As Foucault claims this is “the 
major effect of the Panopticon [is] to induce […] a state of conscious and 
permanent visibility that assures the automatic functioning of power” 
(Foucault, 1995: 509). Collective conformity becomes normative. In a 
dictatorship, this system is meant to create docile citizens who stay loyal 
to the sovereign. Its purpose it to suppress dissent by convincing the 
population that they are constantly being watched and that 
transgressors who go against the regime will be severely punished. 
Jallow describes Gambian society under dictatorship as a “giant 
masquerade of lies and pretences,” a society in which those “who wish 
to survive are compelled to keep their minds dormant and their mouths 
shut” (Jallow, 2017: xix). 
 

An atmosphere of anxious ontological insecurity, fear and 
suspicion loomed large as paranoia became more rampant both from 
the state as from below. Gambians experienced the regime most directly 
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through the omnipresence of the military in their daily lives. A 
manifestation of this being the numerous checkpoints, meant to search 
vehicles and intimidate citizens. Piot called these roadside searches 
“stagings of state presence” and “dramaturgical performances” (Piot, 
2010: 24). According to Comaroff and Comaroff this drama is evidence 
of a desire to make sovereign power more visible, tangible, accountable 
and effective (Comaroff and Comaroff, 2006: 276). The police and the 
military were supposed to represent authority and at the same time be 
cognizant that that authority was given to them by the sovereign and 
can be taken from them at his whim. The authority of the military was 
thus itself “in constant state of emergency” (Piot, 2010: 25). The role of 
the security forces as a panoptic instrument of power was also evident 
in the government’s attitude towards the press. This is made clear in the 
following incident where a journalist of the Daily Observer journalist was 
trying to report on a violent event that took place. He reported how 
soldiers screamed at him “you are from The Observer but today we will 
be observing you” while holding him off at gunpoint and detaining him 
for several hours. (Wiseman, 1996: 924) There was zero tolerance 
towards critics of the regime and dissent was smothered through the 
working of a strong network of informants and secret agents who 
exploited personal relationships (Bellagamba, 2015: 71). Whether there 
were really informants and secret agents around or not, was beside the 
point. The point was that people thought they were, and that was 
exactly what the regime wanted, for the people to self-regulate their 
behavior and to incite self-censorship. 

 
  

“Politique du ventre” and the suffering poor 
 
Throughout his 22-year rule, Jammeh ruled in classic ethnic 
neopartimonial fashion, showing preference for his own ethnic group, 
the Jola, and rewarding those who were loyal with money, monopolies 
over crucial economic sectors, lucrative business deals or control over 
arms and military resources. (Saine, 2008b: 74) This politics of the belly 
(“politique du ventre”), an expression popularized by Jean-François 
Bayart (1989), points to the tendency of those in power to greedily fill 
their pockets and their bellies at the expense of the rest of the 
population. In Jammeh’s first interview with a local newspaper after the 
coup, he made the following promise to the Gambian people: “we will 
not tolerate any sort of corruption, we will not be secretive in anything 
that we do […] We are not here for praises, we are not here to enrich 
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ourselves. We are here to set up a just system that is not corruptible” 
(Daily Observer, 5 July 1994 cit. in Kandeh, 1996: 392). It didn’t take long 
for Jammeh to break this promise as he enjoyed the privileges of his 
power and became one of the “richest heads of state in West Africa.” 
When asked about the source of his abundant money, Jammeh’s 
response was that he gets his wealth from “the bank of Allah” 
(McGowan, 2006: 237).  According to the international media 
organization Organized Crime and Corruption Reporting Project (OCCRP), 
Jammeh made an estimated 975 million dollars, calculated on the basis 
of bank statements, government documents and Jammeh's personal 
correspondence. Jammeh plundered the state pension fund, regarded 
the Central Bank as his personal bank, collected money from illegal 
timber trade with China and collected millions of dollars in Taiwanese 
development aid (OCCRP, The Great Gambia Heist). Al the while, every 
year living standards in The Gambia plummeted down yet another 
notch. Jammeh promised to deliver more “development,” but Gambians 
were poorer under his watch than they were in 1993 (Saine, 2008b: 73). 
In 2008, 69 percent of Gambians lived below the poverty line (Saine, 
2008b: 73). Although this number has reduced, today 48 percent of 
Gambians are still living in poverty. Ranking 174 out of 189 countries in 
the 2019 Human Development Index, The Gambia is one of the poorest 
countries in the world (World Food Programme). According to Kora 
and Darboe, “deteriorating economic conditions, increasing poverty, 
and widespread illiteracy have subjected a large share of the populace, 
especially in the countryside, to social and political exclusion” (Kora & 
Darboe, 2017: 150). This marginalization of the poor, lack of civil and 
political liberties, high youth unemployment and low agricultural 
harvests resulted in the high exodus rates for Gambian youths bracing 
the “back-way” to migrate to Europe (Bellagamba, 2016: 83).   
 

At the end of 2016, after losing the election to Adama Barrow, 
Jammeh fled into exile - taking approximately 11.4 million dollars with 
him, including a fleet of luxury cars - and now lives in Equatorial 
Guinea, in a luxury villa, under the protection of dictator Teodoro 
Obiang Nguema, who, like Jammeh, does not recognize the 
International Criminal Court. (Hartmann, 2017: 90) While Jammeh leads 
a carefree life, a sword of Damocles dangles over The Gambia, in the 
form of a government debt amounting to 130% of GDP (Saine, 2018). 
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Jammeh’s image of power and personality cult 
 
Like autocrats across the continent, Jammeh sought to identify himself 
with the nation and the nation with himself, assuming the role of “I am 
the state, and the state is me” (Mbembe, 2001). He considered The 
Gambia as his own personal country and posed as the personification of 
the Gambian nation-state. In interviews and public statements, Jammeh 
would often move freely from “us” to “me” when talking about The 
Gambia, as if they were the same entity” (Jallow, 2017: 4). After winning 
the elections, as Hultin et al. observed, "Jammeh quickly developed a 
persona as a classic African ‘Strongman' with a paternalistic, patriarchal 
and devoutly Islamic identity" (Hultin et al., 2017: 2). His public image 
as an army lieutenant in fatigues was replaced with one of a Muslim 
dignitary in traditional Islamic robes. Darboe contends that this was 
emblematic of Jammeh’s tendency to manipulate Islamic symbols to 
entrench his position of power. In public appearances he always carried 
with him a lengthy string of prayer beads in one hand and a scepter or 
a copy of the Holy Qur’an in the other, as symbols of his religiosity 
(Darboe, 2004: 76). Jammeh also cultivated the image of himself as 
someone with supernatural powers and ruled with a mix of state 
brutality and mysticism, reminding his subjects of his ability to decide 
who lives and who dies. Jammeh’s self-fabricated story of how he risked 
his life during the 1994 coup to “save the country,” when he “came 
under fire” was widely believed by Gambians who were convinced that 
Jammeh was “protected by 'Jola magic medicine', which caused bullets 
to bounce off him or to turn to water in mid-air” (Wiseman, 1996: 919). 
Stories such as these helped embellish Jammeh’s reputation as someone 
protected by mystical powers. Jammeh would exploit this “Janus-faced 
relationship between sovereignty and witchcraft” by policing witchcraft 
while also claiming it as source for his own powers (Piot, 2010: 157-158).  
  

Stories of Jammeh’s invincibility and magical powers abounded 
as he was seen consulting with marabouts and reports circulated that he 
engaged in human sacrifice. Just before the 2016 elections, rumors were 
being spread that people acting on behalf of Jammeh were “kidnapping 
children to fulfil an oracle’s prediction that unless Jammeh sacrificed 70 
children, he would lose the election” (Hultin et al., 2017: 14).  

 
 In Jallow’s analysis of Gambian political culture he describes 
how in The Gambia it is widely believed that a president (Mansa) is 
appointed by Allah and that to oppose a Mansa is to oppose the will of 
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Allah. Along the same line, poverty and suffering will not be attributed 
to Jammeh’s autocratic rule but to the will of Allah. A belief reinforced 
by religious leaders in The Gambia, and particularly the Supreme 
Islamic Council (Jallow, 2017: 5). Jammeh exploited this conviction and 
used “spiritualization and smart tactics of political framing using 
Islamic beliefs” to con people into believing that his presidency was 
endorsed by Allah (Sanneh, 2017: 131). In a speech delivered after the 
2014 foiled coup attempt, he stated that “Those who advocate and 
sponsor violence for regime change should know that […] it is also 
against the will of the Almighty Allah” (Jallow, 2017: 2). In a widely 
quoted interview with the BBC, Jammeh said that he would “rule this 
country for one billion years […], if Allah says so.” Asserting that only 
Allah could determine whether he wins or loses an election. Jammeh 
thus consolidated his rule using Allah as the source of political authority 
and legitimacy, rather than the people (Sanneh, 2017: 131).  
 
 Jammeh understood the power and importance of spectacle, 
making his God-given power “real” to the people by making it manifest 
and visible. His dictatorial authority was thus accompanied, as Mbembe 
(1992) has so astutely described, by spectacle. Outrageously expensive 
government buildings and monuments were constructed less for their 
utility than simply for ostentatious display. A good illustration of this is 
the building of the triumphal Arch 22 in Banjul, in commemoration and 
celebration of the 1994 coup.  
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Figure 1: Arch 22, City of Banjul 
 
 A cost of millions of dollars justified by Jammeh under the guise 
that it would attract tourism (Wiseman, 1996: 933). He would also confer 
upon himself a range of honorary titles, such as “Babili Mansa,” a 
prominent title in Mandinka, meaning ‘the king who builds bridges,’ 
and his full name “Sheikh Professor Alhaji Dr. Yahya A.J.J. Jammeh 
Babili Mansa” had to be invoked at the inception of all development 
projects, large or small. Images of him also abounded in private homes, 
on the streets and in other public non-official places.  
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Figure 2: Billboard: “From darkness to light.” Courtesy of Akino 
Shinagawa 
 

 
Figure 3: Poster: “Thank you president Jammeh.” Courtesy of Akino 
Shinagawa 
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Figure 4: Billboard: “A vote for him is a sacred duty.” Courtesy of Akino 
Shinagawa 
 
 In celebration of the 20th anniversary of the 1994 coup, Jammeh 
released new banknotes with his portrait, and had cloth made 
emblazoned with his image making him literally within hands reach of 
the people while still retaining a distance. Jammeh’s image became 
omnipresent and accessible in the everyday life of the people. At times 
when Jammeh would travel, the army would block all traffic and 
activity along his routes hours before he made his passage simply to 
make it know to the people that Jammeh was approaching, thus, as 
Mbembe put it, “bringing the autocrat down to earth, into the very 
places where ordinary people go about their everyday business.” 
(Mbembe, 2001: 154) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Aminata Ndow 

50 

Conclusion 
 
Analyzing the period between 1994 and 2017 as a state of exception 
shows that the political structure under Jammeh’s dictatorship 
consisted of a blurring of the line between law and violence, creating a 
climate where violence and disappearances became a dominating aspect 
of the lives of the Gambian people. Jammeh usurped the power to 
decide who deserved to express their honest opinions, who deserved to 
be deprived of their property, and who deserved to live or die, 
threatening to bury his opponents “six feet deep” (Hultin et al., 2017: 14-
15). This situation reduced a significant section of the Gambian 
population to ‘homo sacer’ and ‘bare life’, the subjected position in which 
a person becomes exposed to violence. This suffering, which Gambians 
endured during two decades of Jammeh’s cruel and corrupt rule 
influenced their perception of everyday life and shaped their “space of 
experience” (Koselleck 2004). The culture of excess that characterized 
The Gambia under the dictatorship tethered to and personified by 
Jammeh and created a climate in which unpredictability became the 
norm. Jammeh thus left behind him a horrifying legacy and a 
traumatized people demanding accountability, justice and reparation 
from those responsible for this lingering tragedy. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 
 

Gambia's search for truth and justice 
 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 

This chapter lays out the ongoing transitional justice process that The 
Gambia has embarked on to address the legacy of authoritarian rule. 
Firstly, it provides the context for the establishment of the Truth 
Reconciliation and Reparations Commission (TRRC) after the December 
2016 elections. Secondly, it discusses the TRRC’s mandate, staff and 
commissioners, the launch of the TRRC, the methodology that was 
chosen and how it is implemented. 
 
 
The Aftermath of the 2016 Elections 

 
 

Like the hated Shah of Iran 
The repressive Somoza of Nicaragua 

The buffoon Idi Amin 
And the countless likes of them 

You too will ultimately 
Slide into penumbra 

 
Oppression and repression are 
The roots of a monstrous end 

But demagogues and power-drunks 
Forever wallow in whimsical daydreams 

Until the violent end 
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Like an unannounced visitor 
Catapults them into oblivion 

Fodeh Baldeh, Fate of an African President 
 
 

On 1 December Yahya Jammeh was finally defeated at the polls by 
Adama Barrow, leader of the coalition of seven opposition parties. 
Barrow was at the time a real estate magnate from the Upper River 
region and not a very prominent figure in political life, although he was 
known in the Gambia for his role as a businessman (Hydara, 2017). 
When Ousainou Darboe, the main opposition leader – who had run as 
a candidate in all previous elections – was jailed, Barrow became the 
leader of the opposition (BBC, 2016a). With 43.2 percent of the vote he 
was elected president. Jammeh obtained 39.6 percent and a third 
candidate, Mamma Kandeh of the Gambia Democratic Congress held 
17.1 percent of the vote (ARB, 2017). This result came as a surprise to 
both the international community as well as the Gambian population. 
Hultin et. al. (2017) called it a “shock result” as many assumed a fifth 
Jammeh victory to be a foregone conclusion. Kora and Darboe (2017) 
termed it an “electoral earthquake” and argued that it marked a 
watershed in the history of The Gambia. The role of Gambian emigrants 
herein was fundamental, not only for their financial contribution, but 
also for their role as journalists and opinion leaders. Diaspora digital 
media, such as Gainako, Freedom Newspaper or The Gambia Echo, allowed 
Gambians to overcome censorship in their own country and to organize 
a movement against Jammeh.  
 

After initially conceding defeat and congratulating Barrow with 
his victory, stating that “the Gambian have spoken” and that he has “no 
reason to contempt the wishes of the Almighty Allah,” Jammeh altered 
his decision only a week after the election (Drammeh, 2018: 64). The 
ruling party, Jammeh's APRC, filed a petition with the Supreme Court, 
requesting that the election results be declared invalid. Jammeh, 
demanded new “fresh and transparent elections […] officiated by a 
God-fearing and independent electoral commission" and declared a 90-
day state of emergency (BBC, 2016b). This sparked protests from most 
Gambian civil organizations — unions of influential lawyers, doctors 
and other liberal professionals — as well as the press, political parties 
and unions. Many youths took to the streets, wearing t-shirts with 
#GambiaHasDecided. This sparked a movement meant to amplify the 
voice of the Gambian population and to inspire hope and courage (Taal, 
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2019). ECOWAS demanded that Jammeh respect the results of the 
elections and finally intervened to ensure a peaceful transition of power. 
The Gambian troops offered no resistance and on 21 January 2017, 
Jammeh eventually went into exile in Equatorial Guinea (ARB, 2017). 
 
 
The Truth Reconciliation and Reparations Commission 
 
Following Barrow’s victory, the new Barrow Government vowed to 
establish a “South Africa-style” Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
to investigate Jammeh's abuse and corruption, in addition to his trade 
deals and financial transactions (ARB, 2017). This was one of the key 
promises the Coalition had made in their election manifesto. Stating 
that:  
 

“The Coalition Government shall set up a truth and 
reconciliation commission to enhance the healing of wounds 
that have caused pain and trauma through a cycle of confession, 
repentance, forgiveness and reconciliation. The commission 
will be empowered to recommend remedies for injustice 
including payment of compensation by the state, as it deems fit” 
(Gambia: Coalition 2016 Manifesto). 

 
On 20 July 2017, the newly appointed Attorney General and 

Minister of Justice Aboubacarr Tambadou announced that a draft bill 
for the establishment of the Truth, Reconciliation and Reparations 
Commission had been concluded and would be reviewed by 
international experts (Jeffang, 2017). Tambadou emphasized that the 
TRRC would be “designed by the people of The Gambia based on a 
model that fits the particular social, cultural, political and historical 
context of The Gambia” (Jeffang, 2017). A touring team was set up to 
conduct nationwide consultations in all the administrative regions of 
the country to inform the people about the transitional justice process 
and to engage them in discussions about the establishment and 
implementation of the TRRC and its proposed objectives. The team, led 
by Tambadou, comprised of a diverse group of representatives from the 
various religious, political, ethnic, civil society, professional, youth and 
women communities in The Gambia as well as representatives from the 
international community (GPU, 2018). The “public engagement tour” 
started 14 August 2017 and lasted till 24 August 2017. During the 
consultations the delegation aimed to reach out to all Gambians, 
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including women, youth, religious minorities, and Gambians in the 
diaspora. Tambadou emphasized the need to properly explain the 
context and objectives of the TRRC to communities as “it is extremely 
important that the inclusive nature of the whole process and our desire 
for the process to be owned by the Gambian people be understood by 
all Gambian communities” (Gainako, 2018a). Participants were 
encouraged to voice their opinions on the relevance of the TRRC, its 
advantages and disadvantages as well as their expectations (Cham, 
2017). These views were incorporated in the bill, which Tambadou then 
proceeded to propose before the National Assembly and also informed 
the establishment of a technical committee of governmental and non-
governmental institutions which would actively work together on 
shaping the TRRC (Jallow, 2018). In September 2017, shortly after the 
public engagement tour, a team led by Tambadou embarked on a study 
tour to Sierra Leone and South Africa with the aim of learning from their 
truth commission experiences and to gather information and share 
experiences on “challenges, lessons learned, and best practices in the 
establishment of a comprehensive transitional justice process.” These 
could then “inform Gambia’s policy, strategy and implementation of its 
transitional justice mechanisms” (Interim Report, 2020).  Lessons 
learned from these nationwide and international consultations and 
study tours contributed to the conceptualization and formulation of the 
TRRC Act and the establishment of the Commission in the following 
months. On 13 December 2017, the Truth, Reconciliation and 
Reparations Commission Act was passed into law by the National 
Assembly and on 13 January 2018 it was assented to by the President 
(MoJ, 2018). 
 
 
Mandate 
 
The proposed objectives for the TRRC as stated in the Act are manifold. 
The main objective is to create “an impartial historical record of 
violations and abuses of human rights from July 1994 to January 2017 in 
order to promote healing and reconciliation, respond to the needs of 
victims, address impunity and prevent a repeat of the violations and 
abuses suffered by making recommendations for the establishment of 
appropriate preventative mechanisms including institutional and legal 
reforms.” The second objective is to “establish and make known the fate 
and whereabouts of disappeared victims.” The third objective is to 
“provide victims an opportunity to relate their own accounts of the 
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violations and abuses suffered” and the fourth and final objective is to 
“grant reparations to victims in appropriate cases” (TRRC Act, Section 
13). These reparations can be granted to victims as and when the need 
arises. According to Executive Secretary Jallow:  
 

“The decision of the Reparations Committee is brought to the 
Commission and, when it is approved, the payment is done. 
Whereas other truth commissions recommend, we are 
empowered to grant reparations without even consulting 
anyone […] If someone is facing a medical condition, should we 
say ‘let’s wait before the end of the process to take the person to 
a doctor’? That does not make sense […] As the hearing starts, 
and the reparations committee and the Commission meet, they 
will determine other forms of reparation that will be paid out. 
We are not waiting till the end of the process. We are helping 
the victims as the process unfolds (Darboe, 2019) 

 
The operational mandate for the TRRC is two years, but this can 

be extended by the President. After the end of its mandate the 
Commission will compile a report containing its findings and will issue 
recommendations to the President on measures needed for further 
institutional reforms and other measures needed to prevent the 
recurrence of dictatorship and human rights violations. After receiving 
the report from the Commission, the Government is mandated to issue 
a white paper containing its proposed plan on the implementation of 
the recommendations (GPU, 2018). 

 
On the TRRC official website it is stated that the TRRC aims to 

build a new relationship between citizenry and the state by offering a 
“platform to understand the past, to record the truth about our history, 
to ignite public discussion[,] to create new spaces for public engagement 
[and] to engender inclusive participation of all citizens in public life.” 
Additionally, the TRRC endeavors to “overcome the legacies of 
authoritarianism and establish a society based on democratic 
principles” (TRRC website). 
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Staff and Commissioners 
 
After the bill had been passed into law, the recruitment process for the 
positions in the TRRC commenced. Tambadou stated that “the 
recruitment will be done through an open competitive process for most 
of the posts with a few exceptions such as direct appointments by the 
President” (Jeffang, 2017). In the Act was written that the Commission 
would consist of eleven members, all of whom would be citizens of The 
Gambia and be appointed from amongst “persons of high moral 
character and integrity who have distinguished themselves in their 
respective fields of vocation or communities” (TRRC Act, Section 4). The 
call for nominations also specified that individuals should have “no 
criminal record or involvement in past human rights violations, no 
active involvement in a political party and have residency in either the 
Greater Banjul Area or in the diaspora (Mbai, 2018a). In appointing 
members of the Commission, the President assured that the 
geographical, religious, cultural and gender diversity of The Gambia 
would be taken into account.  
 

On 1 February 2018, Barrow appointed former newspaper head 
and academic Dr. Baba Galleh Jallow as Executive Secretary of the 
TRRC. Jallow holds a Ph.D. in African History from the University of 
California at Davis and served as an Assistant Professor in the 
Department of History at La Salle University in the United States of 
America prior to his appointment (Saidykhan, 2018). In August 2018, 
Jallow appointed former United States Army National Guard officer, 
Alagie Barrow as Director of Research and Investigations for the 
Commission. Barrow’s appointment attracted a lot of controversy 
because of his prior involvement in the 2014 Gambian coup d'état 
attempt. The following month, Tambadou appointed international 
lawyer Essa M. Faal as Lead Counsel to the TRRC. As a defense counsel 
at the International Criminal Court (ICC) Faal has had extensive 
experience in dealing with mass atrocity crimes. In 2006 he led the 
prosecution in the Darfur investigations and between 2011 and 2016, 
Faal served as co-lead defense counsel for a number of other cases in the 
ICC. In his capacity as Lead Counsel of the TRRC, Mr. Faal is responsible 
for guiding the investigations, assisting the Commissioners, and leading 
witnesses before the TRRC on behalf of the Commissioners (Mbai, 
2018b).  
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The process for the selection and nomination of regional 
commissioners started across the country on 20 June 2018 and ended 16 
July 2018. The list of appointed commissioners was then published in 
the media and the general public was invited to express their views and 
opinions on the composition of the commission and submit objections 
to any person on the list. After the nomination and selection of 
commissioners was completed, the President appointed the eleven 
members of the commission after consultations with the Ministry of 
Justice, regional governors and a number of civil society organizations 
as provided for in the TRRC Act (Gainako, 2018a). The appointed 
commissioners include “representatives from all 7 administrative 
regions of the country and the diaspora; from all 5 majority ethnic 
groups in the country; from the two main religious denominations; from 
the National Youth Council; and four women including the Deputy 
Chairperson” (Gainako, 2018b).  
 
 
Commissioners (Foroyaa, 2018): 
 

§ Lamin J. Sise: Chairperson – Former Special advisor and chief 
of staff to Kofi Annan and Former Director for Legal Affairs, 
Human Rights and Special Assignments in the Executive Office 
of the UN Secretary-General 

§ Adelaide Sosseh Gaye: Deputy Chairperson – Former Principal 
Saint Joseph’s High School, Gender Consultant and Retired 
Educationist. 

§ Anna Ngalu Jones: Member — National Coordinator, West 
African Network for Peace-building, The Gambia (WANEP), 
Peace and conflict resolution expert. 

§ Mustapha Kah: Member of the National Youth Council. A 
graduate in Political Science and Law and currently working at 
the Ministry of Basic & Secondary Education (MOBSE) 

§ Abdourahman Sey: Member representing the Central River 
Region. He is an Imam 

§ Ma Nyima Bojang: Member representing the West Coast 
Region. She is a teacher. 

§ Amie Samba: Member representing Lower River Region. She is 
a retired civil servant. 

§ Lang Kinteh: Member North Bank Region. Retired civil servant. 
§ Jammeh Ceesay: Member representing Upper River Region. He 
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is a farmer and the Agric Sub Head of the Village Development 
Committee (VDC) 

§ Bishop James Yaw Allen Odico: Member – Bishop of the 
Anglican Diocese of The Gambia. 

§ Imam Ousainou Jallow: Member – Imam, Pipeline Mosque. 
 
 
Launch 
 
The Launch of the TRRC took place 15 October 2018 at the headquarters 
of the TRRC at the Dunes Resort Hotel in Kololi. In Barrow’s launching 
statement he said the following (Gainako, 2018c):  
 

“Gambians had for far too long suffered under a repressive 
regime; a regime that failed its social contract with the citizens 
and, in doing so, oppressed the very people it swore to serve 
and protect. As a consequence, the TRRC was born out of the 
aspirations of a people who decided that they want a society 
where truth and justice prevail. This Commission is the 
outcome of the dreams of a people united in their wish for a 
better future: a future free of oppression, persecution and 
tyranny. For a long time, we had looked forward to this day; 
hence, it is my singular honor and privilege to deliver this 
statement, as we take a historic step towards discovering the 
truth for national healing.” 

 
He went on to clarify that the reason why reparation was 

included in The Gambia’s model of the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission, was as a way to center victims in the process. He 
emphasized that this should be a process of “re-birth and healing” for 
the State and should unite the people in their diversity. “With the 
common belief that we can set aside our differences and confront our 
past, while holding on to the promise of a bright future. As we embark 
on this process, we must bravely revisit the past in order to build a better 
future.” He further states that this process of “re-writing history” should 
be a guide, moving towards a “New Gambia” wherein “the respect for 
Human Rights, the Rule of law and guarantee of inherent freedoms are 
the pillars on which we thrive as a nation.” The first hearings 
commenced on 7 January 2019, beginning with the 22 July 1994 coup, 
the circumstances surrounding it and its immediate aftermath. 
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Accessibility 
 
Part of the mandate of the TRRC is to broadcast the proceedings on 
television throughout the country. Accordingly, all the TRRC hearings 
are streamed live by QTV and Gambia Radio and Television Services 
(GRTS) and available to watch through YouTube, Facebook, television 
and radio. People can follow the testimonies in their home, outdoors, in 
the car and watch the hearings on their phone, laptop or tablet across 
the country as well as abroad. The hearings are also open for the public 
to attend. For these reasons, the TRR has been described by experts as 
“the most accessible truth commission in history” (Turkewitz, 2019). 
 

“In Gambia, after years of silence and secrecy left people 
hungry for information, taxi drivers crowd around TV sets, 
glued to the testimony. Vendors in market stalls listen through 
earbuds. Even supporters of the former leader said that they 
were hooked” (Turkewitz, 2019). 

 
 
Methodology 
 
The methodology adopted by the TRRC is focused on preventing the 
recurrence of past human rights violations. This is done firstly through 
institutional, administrative and legislative reforms and “a quasi-
judicial truth-seeking mechanism and secondly by transforming “the 
country’s political culture and the concomitant popular attitude 
regarding leaders and leadership in society” by concentrating on civic 
education and popular empowerment (Interim Report, 2020). In line 
with this methodology, the TRRC’s work is conducted via two parallel 
processes: Hearings and Outreach Activities (Interim Report, 2020). As 
stated in the Interim Report: 
 

“While the Commission’s hearings are ongoing, various units 
of the Secretariat are engaged in outreach activities across the 
country with a view to involving all Gambians in the 
Commission’s work through a national conversation on the 
country’s past, its political culture, what happened, why it 
happened, and how best to prevent recurrence in a post-
transitional Gambia.” 
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Special Committees 
 
Section 18 of the TRRC Act provides that “The Commission may 
establish such committees as it considers necessary or expedient for the 
efficient performance of its functions. The committees established by the 
Commission shall include a Committee on (a) Human Rights Violations 
or abuses; (b) Amnesty; (c) Reparations; and (d) Child Protection and 
Sexual and Gender based violence.” These specialized committees have 
been set up by the commission to supervise the different aspects of its 
mandate and to assure “the quality and legitimacy of testimony, 
investigations and outreach” (TRRC website). Besides these four 
committees presented in the Act, a Reconciliation Committee was also 
instituted to “promote national reconciliation, unity and a common 
overarching national identity” (Interim Report, 2020). The efforts of the 
Reconciliation Committee are meant to “foster civic education as a 
safeguard against the recurrence of dictatorship and gross human rights 
violations in this country.” To assist in this process of reconciliation and 
healing, the Committee is also permitted to seek assistance from 
traditional and religious leaders (TRRC website). 
 
Outreach activities: the “Never Again” campaign 
 
An important part of the TRRC are the outreach activities intended to 
facilitate and promote public participation in national conversations on 
“what went wrong; why it went wrong; and how best to prevent a 
recurrence of human rights violations and abuses in The Gambia” 
through the empowerment of Gambian society and the transformation 
of civic culture (Interim Report, 2020). This civic engagement and 
dialogue are meant to “give ownership of the TRRC process to the 
Gambian public in order to actualize the “never again” aspect of the 
TRRC mandate” (TRRC website). As stated by the Executive Secretary 
(Jallow, 2018): 
 

“The Never Again Campaign is “aimed at engaging Gambian 
civil society and Gambian communities across the country on 
[sic] an ongoing national conversation on the structural and 
cultural causes of dictatorship, with a view to helping transform 
Gambia’s political culture and making it hard for gross human 
rights violations and impossible for dictatorship to prevail in 
The Gambia again.” 
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The objective is to actively reach out to and dialogue with 
Gambian civil society organizations, religious communities, schools, 
women’s groups, and other local communities across the country to 
“sensitise them on the nature and work of the TRRC and to encourage 
their active participation in the Never Again campaign against 
dictatorship and human rights violations” (Jallow, 2018). These 
outreach activities are conducted by several units of the Secretariat, 
including the Research and Investigations, Reconciliation, Women’s 
Affairs, Victim Support, and Communications and Outreach Unit. 
 
Children and Youth 
 

I. Nationwide awareness tour 
 
To encourage the active participation and involvement of youths and 
children in the work of the Commission and in the wider transitional 
justice process, the Commission created the TRRC’s Youth and 
Children’s Network Coordination Unit (YCNU). This unit was the result 
of a nationwide awareness tour, co-organized by the Ministry of Justice, 
the Ministry of Basic and Secondary Education, UNICEF, the National 
Youth Council, Child Protection Alliance and other stakeholders. 
During the tour, children and youth were informed about the TRRC, 
sensitized about their fundamental rights and encouraged to participate 
in the transitional justice process. They were also given the opportunity 
to share their past experiences and expectations for the future. Out of 
the 1500 children and youth who were reached, 33 students were elected 
by their peers to be the voices of their communities and participate in 
the follow-up activities on transitional justice (TRRC website).  
 

II. School Outreach 
 
From September 2018 up to the end of July 2019, “the TRRC has visited 
55 schools and engaged an estimated 45,000 students. The YCNU has 
also brought 95 young people, including students from secondary 
schools, the University of The Gambia, the Gambia Technical Training 
Institute, the Management Development Institute and other institutions 
to attend some public hearings of the Commission. Non-school going 
youths were also invited for conversation at the Commission’s 
headquarters (Interim Report, 2020). 
 

III. TRRC/ICTJ partnership: #OurNationOurVoice 
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In partnership with The International Center for Transitional Justice 
(ICTJ), the TRRC’s Youth and Children’s Network Coordination Unit 
(YCNU) established Our Nation Our Voice. A social movement and 
collective which consists of young Gambian artists, activists and 
transitional justice advocates whose goal is to bring the voices of young 
Gambians into the center of the transitional justice process. Through the 
power of music and storytelling the collective intends to bring their 
voices to some of the hardest-to-reach regions of The Gambia (ICTJ, 
2019a). From 4 February 2019 to 13 February 2019, they embarked on a 
nationwide tour in a youth caravan “intended to use music, poetry and 
art as sensitization tools on transitional justice and nation-building” 
(Gaye, 2019). The regions targeted were the Upper River Region, Central 
River Region and North Bank Region. The caravan included musicians 
such as hip-hop artist and activist Killa Ace, rapper-singer Awa Bling, 
poet and youth leader Lala Touray, Fula cultural artist Boobo Diimo and 
Bright Stars Entertainment Gambia. Student activists also rode along in 
the caravan, as did youth representatives of the YCNU and the ICTJ 
country rep (ICTJ, 2019b). The youth caravan employed innovative 
methods, such as playing football, theater, radio appearances and rap 
battles by the artists and was able to meet at least 3000 people 
(conservative estimate) directly in three communities (Gaye, 2019). The 
main objective of the tour was to “raise awareness among young people 
and other Gambians about the past regime’s brutal legacy, the ongoing 
transitional justice process, and how they can contribute to a more 
inclusive, just, and democratic society (ICTJ, 2019b).” On 26 October 
2019, a short documentary film about their activities was released and 
publicly screened at the Youth Monument in Westfield, Serekunda. 
 
Town Hall Meetings and Village Dialogues 
 
From September 2018 up to the end of July 2019, ten town hall meetings 
and village dialogues were conducted across the country. These were 
jointly organized by the Reconciliation Unit, Women’s Affairs Unit and 
Communications Unit (Interim Report, 2020). Town halls are 
community conversations with the TRRC and are open to all citizens. 
As stated on the website: “these public meetings are an opportunity for 
Gambians of all ages, genders, backgrounds, ethnicities and diversities 
to shape the truth commission in its goals, operations and outcomes” 
(TRRC website).  
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Women’s listening circles 
 
From September 2018 up to the end of July 2019, the TRRC’s Women’s 
Affairs Unit held at least twelve women’s listening circles across the 
country. “These listening circles were designed to provide a safe space 
for women to share their experiences of human rights violations, 
especially sexual and gender-based violence (Interim Report, 2020).” 
The reason for having a special focus on women as stated on the website 
is because:  
 

“women disproportionately carry the burden of caring for 
children, elderly, injured or imprisoned in the wake of human 
rights violations. The social and economic consequences of 
human rights violations are an ongoing form of suffering that 
disproportionately affects women. This burden on women is an 
ongoing source of much suffering and sacrifice that is important 
to understanding the truth about Gambia’s past and to build a 
better future.”  

 
Diaspora Outreach 
 
Between August 2019 and September 2019, the TRRC carried out two 
Diaspora Engagement missions in pursuit of its outreach agenda. The 
U.S. tour took place from 28 August 2019 to 8 September 2019 and the 
team visited Seattle, District of Columbia, New York and Atlanta. The 
Europe tour took place from 4th of September to the 15th September 
2019 and the team visited London, Birmingham & Manchester in the 
U.K., then Sweden and Norway. The objectives of the Diaspora 
Engagement missions were fourfold. Firstly, to encourage victims and 
witnesses of the systematic human rights violations in The Gambia who 
are currently residing in the diaspora to come forward and share their 
stories. Secondly, to solicit the financial assistance of members of the 
diaspora to raise funds for the TRRC’s Victims’ Reparations Fund. 
Thirdly, to engage members of the diaspora and seek their input and 
ideas on reforms to be recommended by the Commission. Fourthly to 
better explain the process, mandate and objectives of the TRRC to the 
diaspora in order to facilitate more meaningful participation by them in 
the TRRC process (Interim Report, 2020). 
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Conclusion 
 
In this chapter an outline has been given of the ongoing transitional 
justice process that is taking place in The Gambia. On 29 April 2020 the 
TRRC submitted its interim report to the Government, which covers the 
Commission’s activities during its first year of existence. Henceforth, the 
Commission will focus on completing its mandate and will work on the 
final report which will contain their recommendations. At the time of 
writing this thesis (May 2020), public hearings will continue as 
Gambians get confronted with the gross violations and abuses of human 
rights that occurred during the authoritarian rule of Yahya Jammeh, 
ranging from and not restricted to torture, unlawful killings, gender-
based violence, enforced disappearances, arbitrary arrests and 
detention. The Commission plans to conclude its regular public 
hearings in October 2020, and to devote the rest of the year to preparing 
its final report (Interim Report, 2020). 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 
 

Research design 
 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 
This chapter is concerned with the design of this research project and 
delves into the philosophical framework undergirding this study. It 
discusses how the research is situated theoretically and 
methodologically, including the basic principles of the philosophy of 
phenomenology and Heidegger’s hermeneutic phenomenology as 
developed into a research method by Gadamer and Max van Manen. 
Finally, it describes the approach and methods of analysis employed in 
this study, as guided by the work of van Manen. 
 
 
Hermeneutic phenomenology as research method 
 
Philosophy of phenomenology 
 
Phenomenology is an approach in philosophy that aims to study and 
describe reality as it appears in the concrete experience (Aydin, 2017: 
1228). This description is made as much as possible independently of 
theories that explain the phenomena as causal and free of assumptions 
that have not been questioned. Phenomenology asks about the 
experiences people have in their world and what meanings they have 
for them. Henley Pollio and his co-authors, for example, describe 
phenomenology as a method of inquiry aimed at “attaining a rigorous 
and significant description of the world of everyday human experience 
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as it is lived and described by specific individuals in specific 
circumstances” (Pollio et al., 1997: 28). 
 

This means that phenomenology does not raise hypotheses; it 
does not work with a problem-oriented question that is then tested 
using hypotheses. Tailored questions and hypotheses would in some 
way already frame the experiences people have in the world; and that is 
exactly what phenomenology does not want to do. Phenomenologists 
use open questions; they ask about people's experiences; they ask, “what 
it is like to have such experiences” (van Manen, 2017: 811). Central to 
phenomenology is the meaning, sense, value and truth unveiling 
relationship between a subject and their world. And that meaning, that 
sense, that value and that truth are always contingent and historical. 
After all, sense and meaning are not simply given and never absolute. 
Something-makes-sense-for-someone, always historical, always 
contingent, always determined by a human being’s positional 
relationship with the world around them. Phenomenology shows how 
our words, concepts and theories form and structure the experiences we 
live through (van Manen, 2014: 58). It is thereby both a philosophical 
movement and a research approach in which the researcher collects data 
from individuals who have experienced a phenomenon and develops 
descriptions of the "essence" of that experience for the individuals. 
Johnson & Parry (2015) distinguish two main trends in 
phenomenological research.  
 
Husserl’s descriptive phenomenology 
 
The first approach is descriptive phenomenology, which is based on the 
philosophy of Edmund Husserl (1859 – 1938). Husserl introduced the 
concept of the ‘life-world', or 'lived experience’ to show that the link 
between consciousness and the world is not that of a passive 
representation, but that of an involvement of consciousness on its object 
(Koch, 1995: 828). Husserl assumes intentionality, whereby he means 
that consciousness is always consciousness of something. All our 
thinking and actions are focused on things in the world (van Manen, 
2014). We understand the world not ‘as it is’, but rather, ‘as it is to us.’ 
(Barnacle, 2001: 7) For Husserl, phenomenology should be descriptive, 
which would “return things to themselves” and to the essences that 
constitute consciousness and perception (Koch, 1995: 828). Husserl 
focuses on capturing experiences in their pure essence, without 
interpreting, explaining or theorizing. We should put these 
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interpretations, explanations and theories in “brackets.” This suspends 
this knowledge and creates openings to go back to the appearance of the 
phenomenon as it occurs pre-reflectively in our consciousness (van 
Manen, 2014). Husserl's phenomenology can be called transcendental, 
because he cerebrally tries to get a grip on the essences of the things 
around him. “For Husserlian phenomenological inquiry, experience is 
the thing and “how” the things of experience appear to consciousness is 
the focus” (van Manen, 2014: 91).  
 
Post-structural critiques of the concept of experience 
 
Phenomenology and the concept of experience has had a fair share of 
criticism from post-structural feminism. Particularly influential in this 
respect was an article written by the post-structuralist historian Joan W. 
Scott, in which she critiqued the notion of experience. She argued that 
the concept of experience should not be dropped but needs to be 
“historicized.” Which means that we need “to ask what constituted 
experience for the subjects […] and for us” (Scott, 2001: 74, quoted in 
Stoller, 2009: 729).  
 

In “Phenomenology and the Poststructural Critique of 
Experience,” Silvia Stoller (2009) questions whether the post-structural 
critique against the concept of experience, in particular Scott’s, can be 
applied to phenomenology, especially since Scott’s critique does not 
directly address the literature of phenomenology. In her article she 
responds to the main points of critique launched by poststructuralism 
and argues that the basic tenets of the poststructuralist critique do not 
apply to phenomenology.  

 
Her first point is that “phenomenology does not take experience 

as the foundation of knowledge and insight; instead, experience and its 
structures constitute an object of phenomenological investigation” 
(Stoller, 2009: 709). Her second point it that the phenomenological 
concept of the horizon demonstrates that the historicity of experience is 
taken into account in phenomenology. Stoller argues that Scott’s 
demand that experience be historicized parallels phenomenology’s 
insistence that experience always bears a relation to the horizons of 
experience. According to phenomenology, these horizons of experience:  
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“encompasses all that passes between past, present and future. 
In the present, experience refers back to past experiences and 
forward to future experiences. In the first instance, past 
experiences do not represent experiences that are merely past 
and gone, but instead, refer to those experiences in the present 
that are experienced incidentally, those experiences whose 
presence is not to be thought of as a concrete presence to the 
mind (Stoller, 2009: 711).”  

 
 Her third point is that criticism which is aimed at the notion that 
‘experience’ is unmediated and uninterpreted, “can be countered by 
pointing to the intentionality of experience formulated by 
phenomenology, wherein intentionality is understood as a basic 
property of experience” (Stoller, 2009: 712). She contends that “the 
phenomenological approach to an object thus cannot be reduced to the 
maxim ‘look and describe what you see’, but is, instead, comparable to 
the formula ‘look and tell me why you see what you see’” (Ibidem). The 
concept of intentionality thus corresponds to a basic tenet of 
poststructuralism according to which experience is always already 
interpreted experience. “The subject of experience is not a passive 
recipient of experiential input, but an active participant in the creation 
of experience” (Stoller, 2009: 728). In interpretative phenomenological 
research, this means that the positionality (the background against 
which interpretation is formed) of the researcher is constitutive to the 
construction of knowledge. 
 
Heidegger’s hermeneutic phenomenology 
 
This brings us to the second approach in phenomenological research, 
which is interpretative phenomenology. This approach underlies 
Martin Heidegger's (1889 – 1976) philosophy. Heidegger emphasizes 
phenomenology as an ontology. As van Manen states: “a study of the 
modes of "being in the world" of human being (van Manen, 1990: 184). 
Here a sharp distinction with Husserl emerges. In The Idea of 
Phenomenology, Husserl writes that phenomenology does not make 
ontological judgments. He argues that:  
 

"... an epistemological reduction has to be accomplished in the 
case of every epistemological inquiry of whatever kind of 
cognition. That is to say, everything transcendent that is 
involved must be bracketed, or be assigned the index of 
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indifference, of epistemological nullity, an index which 
indicates: the existence of all these transcendencies, whether I 
believe in them or not, is not here my concern; this is not the 
place to make judgments about them; they are entirely 
irrelevant. (Quoted in Harvey, 1986: 294) 

 
Heidegger, on the other hand, combines phenomenology and 

ontology (Dreyfus, 1991: 3). Heidegger does not see consciousness as 
something separate from the world, but as being situated in the world. 
“Pre-understanding is not something a person can step outside of or put 
aside, as it is understood as already being with us in the world” 
(Laverty, 2003: 8). According to Heidegger, the way in which we are 
focused on the world is not primarily a theoretical beholding, but a 
practical one: we are always involved in things in a certain way, even 
before we have an idea of it. We indicate how we understand something, 
not only and not primarily by describing it in a theoretical way, but also 
and primarily in its practical handling (Dreyfus, 1991: 48). Moreover, 
this association is always tuned in a certain way: when I am sad, the 
world looks different. Heidegger states that in Being and Time, he 
attempted to:  

 
“[…] provide a preliminary characterization of the 
phenomenon of world by interpreting the way in which we at 
first and for the most part move about in our everyday world. 
There I took my departure from what lies to hand in the 
everyday realm, from those things that we use and pursue, 
indeed in such a way that we do not really know of the peculiar 
character proper to such activity at all, and when we do try to 
describe it we immediately misinterpret it by applying concepts 
and questions that have their source elsewhere. That which is 
so close and intelligible to us in our everyday dealings is 
actually and fundamentally remote and unintelligible to us." 
(Heidegger, 2001:  177) 

 
The task of phenomenology is therefore mainly to make 

hermeneutically explicit this practical-minded understanding. Unlike 
Husserl, Heidegger’s focus is on understanding the human experience 
as it is lived through. Phenomenology is not aimed at perception, but at 
making meanings visible. It focuses on what we understand and usually 
do not perceive at all. Heidegger's phenomenon refers to something that 
does not show itself first and foremost but at the same time essentially 



Aminata Ndow 

70 

belongs to that which shows itself first and foremost, in such a way that 
it makes sense (Dreyfus, 1991: 32). As Heidegger writes: 

 
“[…] the struggle is solely directed to the entity itself and solely 
in order to free it from its hiddenness and precisely thereby to 
help it into what is proper to it, i.e., to let it be the entity which 
it is in itself.” (Quoted in Dreyfus, 1991: 253) 

 
Phenomenology has the task of revealing what is hidden and it 

can only do that if it is understood as hermeneutics. Heidegger therefore 
advocates the use of hermeneutics (the study of the interpretation of 
meaning) as a research method (Dowling, 2007). Hermeneutics as 
Heidegger understands it is the explanation of what we implicitly and 
not yet explicitly understand and therefore forget (Dreyfus, 1991: 4). The 
main task of hermeneutics is to ask about the presuppositions 
underlying our actions and thoughts. Bracketing is impossible from this 
perspective, because people cannot escape their historicity (an 
individual’s history or background through which they view and 
understand the nature of their experiences) and being-in-the-world (the 
world of average everyday experience) (Laverty, 2003). The past is never 
completely over and done with and remains as a heritage. Geertz (1973: 
50) reminds us that “our ideas, our values, our acts, even our emotions, 
are, like our nervous system itself, cultural products — products 
manufactured, indeed, out of tendencies, capacities, and dispositions 
with which we were born.“ In interpretative hermeneutic 
phenomenology, the assumptions and presumptions of researchers are 
therefore included and embedded in the research process. Heidegger is 
often associated with the so-called “hermeneutic circle.” According to 
Dreyfus (1991: 36):  

 
“The hermeneutic circle refers to the fact that in interpreting a 
text one must move back and forth between an overall 
interpretation and the details that a given reading lets stand out 
as significant. Since the new details can modify the overall 
interpretation, which can in turn reveal new details as 
significant, the circle is supposed to lead to a richer and richer 
understanding of the text.”  

 
Heidegger famously writes: “What is decisive is not to get out 

of the circle but to get into it in the right way” (Dreyfus, 1991: 200). 
Heidegger understands interpretation as involved in every kind of 



Knowing What I Know Now 

71 

explicit act of understanding. For this, three elements must be made 
explicit by the researcher (Dreyfus, 1991: 198-199): 
 

§ First of all, our fore-having which relates to the past and refers 
to our familiarity with and interest in the phenomenon to be 
investigated. In other words, our implicit understanding of the 
phenomenon. The “taken-for-granted background” that 
determines possible ways of questioning.  
 

§ Our fore-sight (the towards-which) refers to the future and 
may, for example, relate to the lens with which we expect to 
look at the data. In other words, the perspective from which we 
undertake the interpretation. We always approach a 
phenomenon with specific objectives. We aim to make 
something explicit by approaching it with an interpretive goal. 

 
§ Our fore-conception (the for-the-sake-of-which) is about the 

expectations and hopes we have of our research and concerns 
the present. We approach the phenomenon with a specific 
conceptual framework.  

 
Gadamer’s Hermeneutics 
 
Hans-Georg Gadamer’s (1900-2002) extended Heidegger’s work in 
practice and developed hermeneutic phenomenology as a method. In 
Truth and Method (2004) he provides an "outline" of a theory which 
addresses questions such as: how did we learn to understand certain 
meanings? What is the role of community and tradition in this? How do 
we actually know whether we understand adequately, how do we look 
for certainty in our interpretations of what we think we understand and 
how do we maintain the openness in our interpretation, so that 
experiences can also have new meanings? Hermeneutics is the art of 
interpretation, and philosophical hermeneutics is a philosophical theory 
that explains why interpretation matters and how it takes place 
(Gadamer, 2004: 183). This process of interpretation, or verstehen, 
positions the human being as a knowing and meaningful subject. 
Additionally, Gadamer describes that it is not so much about the truth, 
but more about the experience. Truth requires involvement rather than 
distance; no objectivity towards a subject, but instead becoming part of 
an experience (Gadamer, 2004: 60). For Gadamer "understanding 
meaning" is being introduced into a tradition, which consists of a 
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conversation between interpretations, in which you participate by 
listening and gradually speaking along. 
  

“Understanding is always more than merely re-creating 
someone else’s meaning. Questioning opens up possibilities of 
meaning, and thus what is meaningful passes into one’s own 
thinking on the subject…to reach an understanding in a 
dialogue is not merely matter of putting oneself forward and 
successfully asserting one’s own point of view, but being 
transformed into a communion in which we do not remain what 
we were (Gadamer, 2004: 368).” 

 
The famous term "historical consciousness" (p. 354) therefore 

represents the realization of being part of such a conversation of 
interpretations, even before conscious participation in it. Individuals are 
thus embedded in and shaped by their history and culture. 
 

“Our historical consciousness is always filled with a variety of 
voices in which the echo of the past is heard. Only in the 
multifariousness of such voices does it exist: this constitutes the 
nature of the tradition in which we want to share and have a 
part (Gadamer, 2004: 285).” 

 
Understanding happens in a historical and cultural context and 

the effects of that context cannot be ignored. When individuals interact 
and engage in conversation with others, they have their own horizon of 
understanding (Gadamer, 2004: 301). He further states that: 

 
“The horizon of the present is continually in the process of being 
formed because we continually have to test all our prejudices. 
An important part of this testing occurs in encountering the past 
and in understanding the tradition from which we come. Hence 
the horizon of the present cannot be formed without the past 
(Gadamer, 2004: 305).” 

 
The hermeneutic circle is explained by Gadamer in "dialectical" 

terms. For Gadamer, this means that the experience you have now 
"collides" with a premise or an expectation and a new concept emerges 
from this clash. This circular process of understanding consists of three 
steps (Vasterling, 2010: 157-158): 
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§ The first step, the so-called fore-understanding, concerns the 
implicit everyday understanding of things in light of our 
familiarity with the world and the inherent frameworks of 
interpretation. We understand something based on ideas and 
presuppositions that we already had. 

 
§ The second step consists of explicit understanding. This 

requires the separation of the two horizons of interpretation at 
stake: the horizon of the traditional interpretation frameworks 
and the individual and current horizon of interpretation which 
concerns the question: “what does this mean, here and now, to 
me?” 

 
§ The last step consists of the so-called fusion of horizons. The 

passed-on meanings are then explicitly appropriated and 
reinterpreted in the light of our new experience. With each 
interpretation new insights and understandings are gathered 
about the phenomenon under inquiry.  

 
Gadamer states however that there is “no hermeneutic method.’’ 

‘‘Hermeneutics,’’ he says, ‘‘means not so much a procedure as the 
attitude of the person who wants to understand someone else” (Bruns, 
2006: 48). The process of hermeneutics as set out by Gadamer, must be 
seen as a process of co-creation between the researcher and the 
participant. The goal of hermeneutic phenomenology is a ‘fusion of 
horizons’ between the participant and the researcher. This fusion of 
horizons is a dynamic, dialogical and broadening process. Meaning is 
established through a circle of readings, reflective writing and 
interpretation and a firm engagement with the research question is 
essential. It is important for the researcher to involve themselves in and 
to reflect on any moods, thoughts or experiences that take place. 
Barnacle stresses that the researcher must “employ every reasonable 
and appropriate measure to present the lived world of people in 
everyday life with clarity and authenticity” (Barnacle, 2001: vii).  The 
researcher must therefore focus intently on a participant’s descriptions 
of experiences and endeavor to understand what they have experienced 
and what these experiences mean to them. The relationship between the 
researcher and the participant is thus an inter-subjective relationship. 
One, in which the researcher carefully listens and interprets the data 
‘given’ by the participant (Grant & Giddings, 2002). As Gadamer 
reminds us: 
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“Not occasionally but always, the meaning of a text goes beyond its 
author. That is why understanding is not merely a reproductive but 
always a productive activity as well…It is enough to say that we 
understand in a different way, if we understand at all (Gadamer, 
2004: 296 — emphasis in original).” 

 
  The fusion of horizons results in a new creation, a fusion created 
out of the encounter between the researcher and the lifeworld of the 
participant that is being interpreted. Gadamer argued that the fusion of 
horizons is like a conversation where “something is expressed that is not 
only mine or my author’s but common” (Gadamer, 2004: 390).   
 
Max van Manen’s hermeneutic phenomenology 
 
Max van Manen further developed the hermeneutic approach of 
phenomenology, following Gadamer’s philosophy that language 
reveals beings within some historical and cultural contexts. (Sloan & 
Bowe, 2013: 1296). The language of the interview provides the means for 
data. His approach combines characteristics of both descriptive and 
interpretive phenomenology and his phenomenology is called a 
"phenomenology of practice". By this he means that his phenomenology 
is for practice and of practice (van Manen, 2014). A true understanding 
of phenomenology can only be achieved by “actively doing it” (van 
Manen, 1990). The primary purpose of van Manen’s hermeneutic 
phenomenology is to investigate and describe phenomena as they are 
experienced in life. This is done through the practice of 
phenomenological reflection and writing, which gives a voice to the 
human experience ‘as it is’ (Van der Zalm & Bergum, 2000: 212). To get 
to the meaning of the phenomenon we often we have to read through 
the lines (Finlay, 2014). Van Manen (1990: 26) points to the distinction 
Gadamer makes between pointing to and pointing out. Both are, 
according to Gadamer, forms of interpretation, but in the first case the 
researcher sticks to what is given in the data and in the second case, the 
data is interpreted (or reinterpreted) from an external source, such as a 
certain theoretical framework. Both forms of interpretation can be 
applied in one study. Van Manen argues that interpretation appears by 
carefully describing aspects of the experience (phenomena) in the texts. 
He suggests that all phenomenological descriptions have an 
interpretative element and developed a discovering-oriented approach 
in which he avoids all proposed procedures and techniques. This 
approach, although without a described method, is based on "a body of 
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knowledge and insights […] that constitutes both a source and a 
methodological ground for present human science research practice" 
(van Manen, 1990:  30). The term method thus refers to the researcher's 
attitude to approaching a phenomenon (van Manen, 2014: 26). The 
central idea in the hermeneutical phenomenological approach is to give 
voice to the human experience as it is, by collecting stories. The essence 
of collecting stories is to describe the experiences very precisely and 
attentively, getting as close to things as they appear to us. The researcher 
hereby invites, as it were, to be "included in the experience" by the 
participant. In this process, the researcher remains open and curious 
about the phenomenon. In Researching Lived Experience (1990), van 
Manen attempted to clarify a methodological structure by suggesting 
six activities the researcher can apply during the research process (Hein 
& Austin, 2001: 12). 
 
 
Van Manen’s six research activities: a pathway to a Clearing 
 
 

"Perhaps there is, properly speaking, no method, but rather a certain way of 
acting” (Henri Bergson quoted in Gadamer, 2004: 23) 

 
 
In “On the Origin of the Work of Art,” Heidegger uses the concept of 
Lichtung, translated as “Clearing” to describe the process of 
phenomenological reflection. With this, Heidegger plays upon Licht 
(light) and “forest clearing.” Something “clears a space” for something 
to “light up,” something previously unnoticed. The goal of a 
hermeneutic phenomenological study is to express the phenomena as it 
shows itself in a Clearing. Where it is shown, revealed and clarified in 
its essential nature. Van Manen stresses however, that the paths towards 
this “clearing” cannot be determined by fixed signposts (van Manen, 
1990: 29). Instead he offers his methodological text as a methodos — a 
way to do “human science” research rather than a method. Van Manen’s 
(1990) six research activities have been used to guide this study. 
However, they won’t be used as a step-by-step guide as that would “rule 
govern the research project.” (p. 29).  Instead, they will be woven 
through the project as a “dynamic interplay” (p. 30).  
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I. Turning to a phenomenon, which seriously interests us and commits us 

to the world. 
 
This activity includes formulating the research question and addressing 
assumptions, and pre-understandings, which I have done in the 
Introduction. While analysing the data, I continually referred to the 
research questions, to ensure that the methods used remained 
appropriate to answer them. This step was continuous throughout the 
research process. 
 

II. Investigating experience as we live it 
 
This activity includes choosing the method of data collection, gathering 
the data and consulting the literature. The researcher actively explores 
all the aspects of the lived experience that is chosen (van Manen, 1990). 
For this study, data includes in-depth conversational interviews with 
participants and phenomenological literature (which might include 
poetry, literary texts, or philosophical writing). “Literature, poetry, or 
other story forms serve as a fountain of experiences to which the 
phenomenologist may turn to increase practical insights” (van Manen, 
1990: 70).  
 

III. Reflecting on essential themes 
 
This activity includes listening to the audio recordings, immersing in the 
data, conducting a thematic analysis and identifying thematic aspects 
and statements. Phenomenological “themes” are related to those 
structures of existence that have meaning for us. When reflecting on 
themes, the overall meaning of a participant’s experience is sought. 
“True reflection on lived experience is a thoughtful, reflective grasping 
of what it is that renders this or that particular experience its special 
significance” (van Manen, 1990: 32). Through reflection we “determine 
what the themes are, the experiential structures that make up 
experience” (van Manen, 1990: 79). According to Crotty, 
phenomenological research “involves a commitment to describing the 
reality that is beneath and beyond the subject’s experience” (Sharkey, 
2001: 19). It seeks to describe the phenomenon (the underlying 
structures or essences) underneath subjective experience. About any 
experience we can reflectively ask: “What is it that constitutes the nature 
of this lived experience?” (van Manen, 1990: 32).  
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IV. The art of writing and rewriting 

 
This activity includes writing transcripts, writing themes and writing to 
create a rich phenomenological text. Through the writing process, the 
intention is to make visible the feelings, thoughts and attitudes of the 
participants. Latham reminds us that phenomenological research is 
“about unlocking the doors of aspects of the world hidden from us by 
crafting a compelling story that is useful, rigorous and credible” 
(Latham, 2001: 41). The researcher must stay close to the participants’ 
stories “because it is the nearest you can get to the thing itself” and write 
and rewrite them, until the interpretation is considered to embody the 
‘essence’ of the experience (Grant & Giddings, 2002). This becomes what 
is known as the “hermeneutic circle of understanding” (Laverty, 2003).  
The hermeneutical circle implies that understanding a "text as a whole" 
can be achieved by looking at the "individual parts," while 
understanding the parts can be achieved by looking at the whole. Thus, 
the entirety of the text cannot be understood without looking at the parts 
and vice versa. This creates a circle of constant movement between the 
parts and the whole (Langdridge, 2007). The hermeneutic process of co-
creation between researcher and participant in the construction of 
meaning consists of a circle of reading, reflective writing and 
interpretation (Gadamer, 2004). 
 

V. Maintaining a strong and oriented relation 
 
The researcher must strive to remain focused on the research question 
and aspire to provide a rich and thick description of the phenomenon. 
The final text must be oriented, rich and have a dimension of depth to 
it. The text must “reach for something beyond”, which involves that one 
must, “meet with it, go through it, encounter it, suffer, it, consume it 
and, as well, be consumed by it” (van Manen, 1990: 152). 
 
VI. Balancing the research context by considering the parts and the whole 

 
Moving between the transcripts, the themes and the literature, the 
researcher must stand back and look at the whole. One must remember 
such things as: “Is the study properly grounded in a laying open of the 
question? Are the current forms of knowledge examined for what they 
may contribute to the question? Has it been shown how some of these 
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knowledge forms (theories, concepts) are glosses that overlay our 
understanding of the phenomenon?” (van Manen, 1990: 34). 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
In conclusion, this study uses a hermeneutic phenomenological 
theoretical perspective as informed by the work of van Manen (1990) in 
an attempt to illuminate the essence of what it’s like for young people 
in The Gambia to hear about what happened in the past through the 
TRRC testimonies. The aim is to uncover things that are hidden and to 
make visible those things, which have been invisible. The purpose of 
this research is to interpret youth’s experiences of the dictatorship and 
the transitional justice process that followed, to identify experiential 
themes and to provide an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon 
of witnessing testimonies about what happened in the past.  

Phenomenological research has been chosen as a research 
method to gain insights into the lived experiences of youth during the 
Jammeh regime and the transitional justice process. This method was 
partly chosen, because it concerns a relatively minor form of qualitative 
research. A lot of in-depth information can be obtained with a small data 
set. The research is concerned with obtaining an insider’s perspective of 
witnessing testimonies about what happened in the past. Rather than 
describing and detailing narrative accounts it seeks to obtain the essence 
of the phenomenon of witnessing testimonies about what happened in 
the past by interpreting a number of stories, which have collective 
themes. It aims to find out what it is like for a young person in The 
Gambia to come to terms with what they hear rather than how much 
they know about the testimonies. This approach of doing research also 
impels us to question the shifting roles of the researcher as listener, 
learner, advocate, and participant as the researcher engages in co-
creating, or co-authoring, narratives of lived experience. In order to 
“learn from, collaborate with, and center the narratives of young 
people” (Kinloch & San Pedro, 2014: 45). 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 
 

Method 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 
This chapter outlines the research technique and the procedure 
employed for carrying out this research project. It provides information 
on the participants and their recruitment, the criteria for inclusion in this 
study, ethical considerations and how the data were gathered. It 
provides a step-by-step account of the techniques used for the analysis 
of the data, from the process of deriving anecdotes from the transcripts, 
interpreting the anecdotes and the identification of sub themes and 
themes. The aim is to make the process of data analysis as visible and 
transparent as possible. I will provide and in-depth explanation of the 
processes employed to analyze the data (with references to the 
Appendices) and how the themes emerged. Finally, the rigor of this 
project is evaluated using the criteria suggested by Guba and Lincoln 
(1998). 
 
 
The participants 
 

We are always in dialogue, not only with other people, but also with 
everything in the world. Everything ‘addresses’ us in a certain sense. Each of 

us is uniquely addressed in our particular place in the world. One can see 
one’s exterior only through others’ perspectives. (Robinson, 2011: para. 6) 
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Before I delve further into this section, I’d like to acknowledge the 
privilege I was given to be welcomed into the homes of the students 
who participated in this project and to hear about their experience and 
life stories. I look back on the interview times with great appreciation 
and respect. The young people I got to know were warm and generous 
in their communications with me, and open, vulnerable and reflective 
in sharing their stories. 
 
Criteria and selection 
 
This research project concerns the experiences of youth. The age range 
from 16 years to 19 years was chosen to include youth who are currently 
in their final years of secondary education. The methodological 
approach of the research requires that the participant can reflect and 
express their thoughts on their present experiences with the TRRC and 
their past experiences during Jammeh’s regime. Colaizzi (1978: 58) 
states that: “experience with the investigated topic and articulateness 
suffice as criteria for selecting subjects.” In selecting participants, the 
intention was to have young people who listen to and/or watch the 
TRRC testimonies and were willing to talk about their experiences. The 
aim was also to have diversity of age, socio-economic background and 
gender amongst the participants to increase the possibilities of “rich and 
unique stories of the particular experience” (Laverty, 2003: 18). ‘Unique’ 
meaning that each story is a particular case of how young people 
experience the transitional justice process, based on their own cultural 
and personal experiences and interpretations of those experiences.  
 
Recruitment 
 
To recruit participants, 193 questionnaires (see Appendix A) were 
distributed in six schools in the Banjul and Serekunda area by my 
research assistant in Gambia. Three of which where the TRRC visited 
and three where the TRRC did not visit. The school principals were 
given a letter in which I requested permission to conduct the research 
project (see Appendix B).  
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Table 1: List of schools 

 
 

The students were requested to answer a few questions such as: 
how often do you watch or listen to the TRRC? Which testimony had 
the biggest impact on you and what have you learned from the TRRC? 
Finally, they were asked if they would be interested in taking part in the 
next stage of the research which would involve an interview with me. If 
they were interested, they could leave their name and contact info 
(phone number, WhatsApp or email) below. The students were very 
eager to participate and at some schools they would request more 
questionnaires.  

 
In response to the invitation to be further involved in the 

research project, 120 students left their contact information, out of which 
four girls and four boys were selected. Participants were selected on the 
basis of how well they fit the criteria and how well they could articulate 
their thoughts and feelings. The week before I arrived in Gambia, I sent 
them a message through WhatsApp and/or email, asking them if they 
were still interested in being interviewed by me between 29 January 
2020 and 17 February 2020. Some of them replied through WhatsApp 
and a time and date were arranged for the interview to take place. 
Others, who didn’t have a WhatsApp, were called when I arrived in 
Gambia. Some of the students I had selected, couldn’t be reached by 

Name school Location 
 

Did the TRRC visit? 

Gambia Senior Secondary 
School 

Banjul Yes 

Nusrat Senior Secondary 
School 

Serekunda No 

Muslim Senior Secondary 
School 

Banjul Yes 

Saint Augustine Senior 
Secondary School 

Banjul Yes 

Nemasu Senior Secondary 
School 

Sukuta No 

Da Vinci Senior Secondary 
School 

Serekunda No 
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phone, therefore someone else was chosen instead. Before the interview 
started the participants were given a Participant Information Sheet (see 
Appendix C) and Informed consent form (see Appendix D). To 
maximize diversity within the selection constraints, students were 
selected from five different schools and a variety of ages. The number of 
participants necessary for hermeneutic phenomenological study 
depends on the nature of the study (Laverty, 2003), but a smaller 
number of participants is generally preferred as it is easier to manage 
(Smythe & Giddings, 2007).  

 
Table 2: Demographics of participants 

 
 
 
 
 

Pseudonym Age Gender School 

Fatoumatta 17 F Da Vinci Senior 
Secondary School 

Awa 17 F Nusrat Senior Secondary 
School 

Mariama 17 F Nusrat Senior Secondary 
School 

Bintou 18 F Nemasu Senior 
Secondary School 

Modou Lamin 19 M Nemasu Senior 
Secondary School 

Sulayman 16 M Saint Augustine Senior 
Secondary School 

Omar 18 M Gambia Senior 
Secondary School 

Abdoulie 18 M Gambia Senior 
Secondary School 
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Ethical considerations 
 
The following ethical aspects are important within the research and 
were pursued: 
 

§ Informed Consent 
The research and interview process were communicated to each 
participant in the participant information sheet (Appendix C) 
both verbally and in writing. Before the interview, they were 
given the time to read these quietly and any questions they had 
were answered in full. After the participants responded 
positively, an informed consent form was given. By confirming 
this orally and in writing, the participant agreed to participate.  

 
§ Refuse participation or withdrawal 

Both in the participant information sheet and at the beginning 
of the interview, the participant was informed that they may 
always refuse to participate in the study. In addition, they have 
the right to not respond to a question, to request to stop the 
interview at any time and to withdraw from the study at any 
time. This did not occur with any of the participants.  

 
§ Confidentiality of data 

All information obtained and collected from or about the 
participants is treated confidentially and all participants have 
been de-identified with pseudonyms. This is explained once 
again prior to participation. The participants were promised 
that all the data would be kept confidential and all identifying 
material in the thesis would be removed. They were also 
assured that the actual recording will be kept on a password 
protected hard drive. 

 
 
Data Collection Methods 
 
The method employed is conversational interviewing. According to 
Max van Manen (1990: 66) the interview serves very specific purposes 
in hermeneutic phenomenological research. First, “it may be used as a 
means for exploring and gathering experiential narrative material that 
may serve as a resource for developing a richer and deeper 
understanding of a human phenomenon”. Second, it “may be used as a 
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vehicle to develop a conversational relation with a partner (interviewee) 
about the meaning of an experience.” Interviews allow participants to 
share their stories in their own words and to describe in detail examples 
of their experience (Polkinghorne, 1989: 48). In a conversational 
interview, the interviewer may help the participant in a conversational 
way to clarify and interpret the questions asked. In that sense, the 
conversational interview differs from other qualitative interviews. As 
Gadamer reminds us: 
 

“A genuine conversation is never the one that we wanted to 
conduct. Rather, it is generally more correct to say that we fall 
into conversation, or even that we become involved in it. The 
way one word follows another, with the conversation taking its 
own twists and reaching its own conclusion, may well be 
conducted in some way, but the partners conversing are far less 
the leaders of it than the led. No one knows in advance what 
will "come out" of a conversation” (Gadamer, 2004: 385). 

 
Polkinghorne comments that the focus of a phenomenological 

interview is on the lifeworld or experience of the participant and is 
theme-oriented, not person-oriented. “The interview seeks to describe 
and understand the meaning of the central themes of the experience 
being investigated” (Polkinghorne, 1989: 49). 
 
The interview process 
 
Once I heard back from the students who left me their contact 
information and they had reconfirmed to participate in the project, I 
arranged an interview with them at a location and time of their 
choosing. I emphasized that it is was important that the interview took 
place in a relaxed and comfortable setting for them. Most of time the 
interview took place at their home (six of the participants) or at their 
school (two of the participants). All of the interviews took place between 
the 29 January 2020 and 18 February 2020.  
 

Each participant was then involved in one conversational 
interview with me. All interviews were conducted in English. 
Participants were asked open questions about their experience watching 
or listening to the TRRC testimonies and encouraged to tell their story 
in a relaxed manner. As Rosemarie Parse put it: “the researcher enters 
the world of the participant as a not-knowing stranger: the person’s 
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world is a personal reality, the history of lived moments known only to 
the person” (Parse: 1998: 72). Before the interview, I would have a few 
questions in mind that I would ask each participant but the way the 
questions were asked was unique for each of the participants and 
depended on the mood and the flow of the conversation. The interviews 
were conversational, which by their very nature, resulted in memories 
and events being recounted reminiscently. Chronological order and 
precise accounts of events were not significant, which gave the 
participants the freedom to “select details of their experience from their 
stream of consciousness.” (Seidman, 2006: 7) The aim was to develop a 
conversational relationship about the meaning of the experience (van 
Manen, 1990). As Colaizzi (1978) emphasized: “The researcher must 
realize that his participant is more than merely a source of data… he 
must listen with the totality of his being and the entirety of his 
personality.”  
 

Typically, the interview would begin with me introducing 
myself and the research. Then I would ask them to start by telling me 
something about their experience watching or listening to the TRRC. 
The opening question was usually: Where do you watch or listen to the 
TRRC? In order to encourage the participant to go back to the moment 
of watching or listening to the testimonies. Then I would ask them about 
the testimonies that had the biggest impact on them (which they had 
written down in the questionnaire) and some other testimonies which 
were mentioned frequently by their peers. The participants were invited 
to talk about what came to mind most readily and to articulate their 
experiences. I used only a few direct questions to ensure that the 
interview process stay as close to the lived experience of the participant 
as possible. As the interview progressed, I would introduce probing 
questions, in order to encourage a participant to go deeper into an issue 
and to remember, re-imagine and reflect back on the experience (Berger, 
2013). Two types of probes were used: the recapitulation probe and the 
silent probe.  

 
“The recapitulation probe means returning participant to the 
story, which is helpful to keep the story proceeding forward. 
The silent probe through which incomplete sentences used, 
allows the respondent "to proceed in whatever direction is most 
interesting or meaningful.”” (Alirezaei & Latifnejad Roudsari, 
2020) 
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Whenever it felt like the participant began to generalize about 
the experience, I returned the conversation back to the concrete 
experience by inserting a question such as: “Can you tell me a little more 
about that?”, “Can you give an example?”, "What was it like?" etc. (van 
Manen, 1990: 68). I would often return to expressed replies to “draw out 
what was hidden” (Conroy, 2003: 21) and to prompt them to clarify their 
responses. By using reflective listening skills and by attending to, 
responding to and summarizing what was said, the participants became 
more involved in the interview.  

 
Halfway through, the conversation moved from being about 

specific testimonies to being more about their experiences of the 
dictatorship prior to the TRRC. I tried to establish a relationship of trust 
building between the participant and myself and ensured that the 
exchange remained open and the participants felt comfortable and safe 
(Polkinghorne, 1983). As the interview progressed, the participant 
became more comfortable and reflective and started sharing 
increasingly deeply about concrete details of their experience. 
Throughout the interview I remained focused on the research question 
and stayed oriented on collecting stories aimed at exploring the lived 
experience. Each interview would come to a natural end and lasted for 
approximately one hour as that was the time needed for to the 
participant to bring forward all aspects of the experience. Van Manen 
noted that, “when a conversation gradually diminishes into a series of 
more and more pauses, and finally to silence, something has been 
fulfilled” (van Manen, 1990: 99). On my return home, I would reflect on 
the interview, journal my thoughts and write down key words or 
impressions. I tried to have at least one day in between interviews in 
order to fully reflect on what was said, think about the research and 
engage with the literature. The interviews were audio-recorded and 
transcribed verbatim by me after all the interviews were completed. 
 
The researcher process 
 
The first creative act is to create silence –- it is not that silence is broken, but 
that silence itself breaks, interrupts […], thus opening up a clearing in which 

words can be spoken. There is no speech proper without this background of 
silence: as Heidegger knew, all speech answers “the sound of silence.” (Žižek, 

2006: 154-155) 
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As a researcher my prime responsibility is to esteem nothing unworthy 
of notice, nothing too small or too large, too subtle or too obvious. At 
times during the interview there would be pauses and silences. Which 
would make me wonder: what goes on in the pauses of this 
conversation? It impelled me to be attentive to the “voices of silence” 
(Žižek, 2006) and to understand the differences between the silences. 
Van Manen (1990: 113-114) speaks of three categories of silence 
operating in hermeneutic phenomenological research. First, there is 
literal silence, as in the absence of speaking. Latham writes that the most 
reflective thought comes out of these silences (Latham, 2001: 51). Van 
Manen cautions against filling these silences with words and suggests 
allowing the silence to speak itself. Second, there is an epistemological 
silence which “is the kind of silence we are confronted with when we 
face the unspeakable” (van Manen, 1990: 113). Many times, during the 
interviews, I became aware of this. There would be long lapses of silence 
where the participant was struggling to put into words what they were 
feeling. They would stare pensively and struggle to hold back tears. At 
times like these, I would reassure them that it’s okay if they want to take 
a break and wait for the participant to resume the conversation. Finally, 
there is ontological silence which is the silence of being or life itself.  
 

After some of the interviews, I would write in my journal about 
being overwhelmed by the stories they shared with me. At times, I left 
the conversation feeling heavy, feeling the weight of carrying the stories 
in my head and heart. I was also touched by the gratitude the 
participants expressed for being interviewed and for the research I’m 
doing. Which affirmed why I was doing this and how being interviewed 
helped the participants to fill in the meanings that they were not able to 
express themselves and to develop new insights and understanding of 
their experiences. By virtue of being interviewed they were encouraged 
to think about and reflect on events and to voice things they had not 
previously voiced (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). After the eight interview, 
rich data had been gathered from a diverse range of participants and I 
started to notice recurrent notions in the stories they told (van Manen, 
1990). Sufficient data had been gathered and the interview process felt 
complete. I decided that information was being repeated, the research 
question was being answered and that further interviews would not 
reveal a clearer understanding of the experience (Laverty, 2003). 
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Data Analysis 
 
Immersion in the data: extracting anecdotes from the transcripts 
 
After each interview was transcribed verbatim, I worked on each one 
individually to attempt to keep my focus on one participant at a time. 
First, the transcripts were read many times in search of meaningful 
segments, statements, words or phrases that connect the parts of the 
data (the eight individual interviews) to the whole (Polit & Beck, 2008). 
A segment, statement, word or phrase was deemed meaningful if it 
would point to meaningful connection between the individual 
experiences. About seemingly meaningful words, phrases and concept, 
I asked “Is this concept shared or different from other perspectives?” 
“What does this mean in relation to the phenomena?” These were then 
highlighted in the transcripts and at this stage at least one or two stories 
became obvious. In choosing significant phrases or words within a 
particular transcript I maintained an awareness of the whole. Moving 
from the parts of each interview, to the whole of that interview. In 
another document, I would cut and paste these segments as most of the 
time, the story would be threaded throughout the transcript as opposed 
to it being told ‘all at once.’ Then, I would do some editing in the 
document by deleting questions and superfluous words, making sure to 
be mindful in my editing and only to delete words that would have a 
minimal impact in representing how the story was told. Sometimes I 
would change the order of sentences or add words and punctuation 
marks to make the text more readable and the story easier to follow. I 
made sure not to rewrite the participant’s words and stuck to the 
participant’s own words as much as possible. Grammar mistakes were 
kept in, as far as they didn’t compromise clarity, to make sure the 
language used in the stories was as close as possible to the Gambian 
English that was spoken. By reading and re-reading the transcripts, I 
allowed the participant’s thoughts, feelings, and stories to filter through 
my mind.  
 

The stories would then be “crafted” into what van Manen (1990: 
116) named a phenomenological anecdote. Van Manen describes the 
anecdote as a special kind of story that can be used as “a methodological 
device in human science to make comprehensible some notion that 
easily eludes us.” Anecdotes are usually short “hitherto unpublished” 
narratives and have also been described as the “details of history” or 
“minute passage[s] of private life” (van Manen, 1990: 116). For van 
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Manen anecdotes can act as a counterweight to what he calls “the 
alienated and alienating discourse of scholars who have difficulty 
showing how life and theoretical propositions are connected” (1990: 
191). Because anecdotes' point of communication is mainly pragmatic, 
they force us to search out the relation between living and thinking, as 
well as between situation and reflection. Van Manen, quoting the 
American author Clifton Fadiman (1985, p. xxi) states that from the 
beginning anecdotes “has acted as a levelling device. It humanizes, 
democratizes, and acts as a counterweight to encomium.” The aim in 
crafting the anecdotes was to create a compelling narrative text that 
would draw the reader in and grasp a particular aspect of how young 
people in Gambia come to terms with hearing about what happened in 
the past through the TRRC testimonies. To create an evocative 
description of a lived experience that would “produce a feeling of 
understanding in the reader” (Todres, 1998: 121). Van Manen writes 
that: “a good description […] is constructed so that the structure of the 
lived experience is revealed to us in such a fashion that we are now able 
to grasp the nature and significance of this experience in a hitherto 
unseen way” (1990: 39). A description is phenomenologically powerful 
when it permits us to “see” the deeper significance of the lived 
experience it describes (van Manen, 1990, p. 122). 
 

This process of “crafting” the anecdotes involved going back 
and forth between the parts and the whole in order to arrive at a finely 
crafted piece that would reflect the experience of the participant and 
show the lived quality and significance of the experience in a fuller or 
deeper manner (van Manen, 1990). “To be able to do justice to the 
fullness and ambiguity of the experience of the lifeworld, writing may 
turn into a complex process of rewriting (re-thinking, re-flecting, re-
cognizing)” (van Manen, 1990: 131). At times I would return from an 
interview aware that there was a depth to the stories the participant 
shared with me. Those stories would have a compelling quality to them 
that caused them to linger in my mind. Van Manen reminds us that any 
lived-experience description is an appropriate source for uncovering 
thematic aspects of the phenomenon it describes. At the same time, it is 
inevitable that some descriptions will be richer than others. 
Nevertheless, in any experience a person shares with us, there will 
always be something there for us to gather (van Manen, 1990: 92). 

 
Once I crafted stories for each of the participants, they were 

returned to the participants asking whether it captures the experience 
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and whether the text resonates before the next step was taken in the 
process. Van Manen (1990: 99) refers to this process as seeking to answer 
the question, “Is this what the experience is really like?” I sent the stories 
to them through WhatsApp and asked them that question and to review 
the stories and to indicate whether they wanted any changes made. All 
the participants returned the stories unchanged. After all the stories had 
been returned, I was ready to begin to work further with them. For each 
story or anecdote, I would ask the question: “What is the meaning, the 
point of this anecdote?” (van Manen, 1990: 87). At the start of each story 
I would write down the idea or general inclusive concept (notion) it 
revealed. Gradually I would become aware of patterns emerging. I 
could see that the phenomenon of witnessing testimonies about what 
happened in the past was beginning to be uncovered. By writing the 
anecdotes, the transcripts had been reduced from between nine to 
twelve pages to between two to four pages.  
 
The development of themes and sub-themes  
 

“Reflecting on lived experience becomes reflectively analyzing 
the structural or thematic parts of that experience” (van Manen, 
1990, p. 78). 

 
As data analysis and interpretation progressed, my next task was to 
begin to identify concepts and themes, which could be used to build a 
rich description or theory of the phenomenon. DeSantis and Ugarriza 
(2000: 362) define a theme as “an abstract entity that brings meaning and 
identity to a current experience and its variant manifestations. As such, 
a theme captures and unifies the nature or basis of the experience into a 
meaningful whole.” A theme thus describes an aspect of the structure of 
lived experience and is the means to capture the phenomenon one is 
trying to understand. These themes are constructions by the researcher, 
in which the researcher tries to gain an understanding of the lived 
experience. When doing thematic analysis, we must ask ourselves: 
“How does the theme relate to the “phenomenon” that is being 
studied?” (van Manen, 1990: 88). Thematic analysis refers to the process 
of regaining structure and meanings embodied in the human experience 
as depicted in the text (van Manen, 2014: 319). Analysis of the meanings 
of a phenomenon is a complex and creative process of discovery and 
revelation. Van Manen states that “grasping and formulating a thematic 
understanding is not a rule-bound process but a free act of “seeing” 
meaning” (van Manen, 1990: 33). In the exploration of themes and 
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insights, we can see texts as sources of meaning at the level of the entire 
text, of a paragraph and at the level of a sentence, expression or even 
one word. The process of thematic analysis involves:  
 

“An insight-like process that comes from a complete immersion 
with both the original interview in the form of dialogue and in 
its subsequent written form as protocol. In achieving a thematic 
description, the researcher does not attempt to thematise on the 
basis of formal or abstract principles but, rather, to capture what 
the experience was like for the participant…Thematic 
interpretation is a continuous process of going back and forth 
among various parts of the text in which earlier and later parts 
are continuously being rethematised in the light of new 
relations provided by an unfolding descriptive understanding 
of the text” (Pollio et al., 1997, p. 52). 

 
Holloway (1997: 44) writes that thematic analysis proceeds 

through several steps: 
  

1. Ordering and organizing collected material. 
2. Rereading the data. 
3. Breaking the material into manageable sections. 
4. Identifying and highlighting meaningful phrases. 
5. Building and comparing and contrasting categories. 
6. Looking for consistent patterns of meanings. 
7. Searching for relationships and grouping categories together. 
8. Recognizing and describing patterns, themes, typologies. 
9. Interpreting and searching for meaning. 

 
Van Manen (1990: 92) offers three methods for uncovering or 

isolating thematic statements from participants’ stories. The first 
approach is called the wholistic or sententious approach. In the 
wholistic reading approach the researcher attends to the text as a whole 
and tries to capture its meanings by formulating a phrase. The second 
approach is called the selective or the highlighting approach. In the 
selective approach, the researcher highlights or pulls out statements or 
phrases that seem essential or revealing about the phenomenon or 
experience being described (Polit & Beck, 2008: 764). Finally, the third is 
called the detailed or line-by-line approach. In the detailed approach, 
the researcher analyses every sentence or sentence cluster and asks, 
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“What does this sentence or sentence cluster reveal about the 
phenomenon or experience being described?” (van Manen, 1990, p. 93).  
 
The preliminary analysis 
 
For this study, all three approaches were used. In the initial process of 
writing the stories, I used the wholistic approach in identifying a 
heading for each story, this would be the notion that stood out in the 
stories, i.e., our own people, everyone kept silent, I was unaware, … 
Afterwards, I worked with more of a selective approach, highlighting 
the statements that seemed essential or revealing about the 
phenomenon. These were then copied into a new document. Dialoguing 
with the stories, going from the parts of the interview to the interview 
as a whole, I grouped together phrases or key words used by the 
participants, which contained similar notions (van Manen, 1990). Then 
I developed concepts arising from these key words or phrases. Beside 
me I would have my notes from the literature, and I would think about 
how a story might relate to a certain concept. An example of this comes 
from the interview with Mariama. An example of her words is: 
 

“I feel very sad. I feel sympathised especially for the victims. I 
feel sympathised for them. Someone in a working age group 
working hard then you put the person and you put him in some 
hardship! Because some are there, they’re in wheelchairs which 
is really sad and others are there they are the breadwinners of 
their families, all the family is dependent on him or her so if you 
take the person and you put the person in Mile II. You are 
adding insult to the wound because that is the breadwinner of 
the family who will be helping the family and that man, that 
person, is been caught. It’s really sad. Yeah.” (Mariama) 

 
Key words were created in the next column to this, and these 

were “Loss of the breadwinner in the family” and the concepts were 
“Importance of the breadwinner” and “empathy.” Key words and 
phrases such as these were taken from the text, linked to key words and 
were then linked concepts. Further examples of these preliminary 
developments of the data from two participants, Mariama and Awa, are 
shown in Table 1, Appendix E. This process of early analysis outlined 
for Mariama and Awa was undertaken for all eight participants.  
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Moving from keywords and concepts to sub themes and themes 
 
 

“To be told and retold such similar, almost formulaic historical 
accounts, and to see stories of people’s own lives melt into the general 

themes of a collective narrative, was a compelling experience” 
Liisa Malkki, Purity and Exile 

 
 
The progression of the analysis from describing the lived experience to 
analyzing it involved looking for consistent patterns of meanings and 
gathering the keywords and concepts together. After analyzing the 
stories for each participant individually, I started analyzing them 
together as a whole. A new table (Table 3) was created with a column 
for “Words of Participants” then the “Key words and phrases” and 
finally “Concepts.” These concepts were grouped together with similar 
concepts to form the sub-themes, and finally the sub-themes were 
gathered together to inform the development of the major themes (see 
Appendix F). To make this process visible for myself, I followed Polit 
and Beck’s (2008) suggestion to use filecards. The concepts were written 
on filecards and then grouped into sub themes and themes (see 
Appendix G). In a concept hierarchy I demonstrate how the themes and 
sub themes were derived from the concepts (see Appendix H). These 
experiential themes would recur as commonality in the various 
descriptions (van Manen, 1990). As Smythe et al. remark, “‘themes’ are 
not necessarily ‘the same thing’ said again and again, but rather an 
understanding we have seen something that matters significantly, 
something that we wish to point the reader towards” (Smythe et al., 
2008: 1392). Once the themes had been identified, they became the 
objects of reflection and interpretation and I started linking the literature 
to the three overarching essential themes that emerged from the 
participant’s stories.  From this process, the interpretation of the 
research phenomenon of witnessing testimonies about what happened 
in the past began to evolve.  
 
 
 
 
 
Table 3: Development of the sub-theme, Collectivism: the relationship 
with the other  
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Words of participants  
 

Key words 
and phrases 

Concepts Sub-theme Theme 

 
The Gambia has gone through so 
many mess, because we have 
lost so many great people, those 
people that have been killed. No 
one know what they might be in 
the future, no one know what 
they have brought to the 
country. So, as those people has 
gone and their family at this 
moment, so many people are 
there, they were the 
breadwinner of their family. So 
many things now in those 
family has lacked especially 
like if a father has been killed 
in a family which you know 
that like he has his kids and the 
entire family they’re like 
depending on him, it will be 
very difficult for those people 
to come up and like find a way 
out of their problems. 
(Modou Lamin) 
 

 
Loss of the 
breadwinner 
in the family. 
 

 
Importance 
of the 
breadwinner  
 

 
Collectivism: 
the 
relationship 
with the other 
 
 

 
Feeling 
pain in 
the body 
of 
another 
 

 
I feel very sad. I feel 
sympathised especially for the 
victims. I feel sympathised for 
them. Someone in a working age 
group working hard then you 
put the person and you put him 
in some hardship! Because some 
are there, they’re in wheelchairs 
which is really sad and others 
are there they are the 
breadwinners of their families, 
all the family is dependent on 
him or her so if you take the 
person and you put the person 
in Mile II. You are adding 
insult to the wound because 
that is the breadwinner of the 
family who will be helping the 
family and that man, that 
person, is been caught. It’s 
really sad. Yeah. 
(Mariama) 
 

 
Loss of the 
breadwinner 
in the family. 
 

 
Importance 
of the 
breadwinner  
 

 
Collectivism: 
the 
relationship 
with the other 
 

 
Feeling 
pain in 
the body 
of 
another 
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The themes 
 
The search for meaning from the anecdotes crafted from the 
participants’ transcripts and my attempts to make sense of the findings 
resulted in the development of three overarching themes, with each 
three sub-themes. The next three chapters present the data and consider 
different essential understandings of the phenomenon of witnessing 
testimonies about what happened in the past. 
 

The first theme and the focus of Chapter Six is titled ‘Feeling 
Pain in the Body of Another.’ It concerns the experience of relating to 
victims who narrate how they have suffered and continue to suffer 
because of the Jammeh regime. Within this theme sits the sub themes of 
‘Vicarious Traumatic Knowledge: The Intersubjective Experience of 
Suffering,’ ‘The Ethics of Burial and Remembrance’ and ‘Collectivism: 
The Relationship with the Other.’   

 
The second theme and the focus of Chapter Seven is titled 

‘Between Knowing and Not Knowing’ and describes the tension 
between intrinsically and tacitly knowing something was happening 
and at the same time not knowing. Within this theme sits the sub themes 
of ‘I Was Not Aware This Was Happening,’ ‘Mechanisms of Coping in 
Everyday Life’ and ‘Rememory: The Culture of Silence & the Climate of 
Fear.’ 

 
The final theme and focus of Chapter Eight is titled ‘Imagining 

the Future’ and discusses the participants’ expectations, hopes and fears 
about the future. Within this theme sits the sub themes of ‘Community 
Healing’, ‘The Pastness of the Past: Now It's Democracy’ and ‘’Never 
Again’: Learning from the Past, Shaping the Future.’ 
 
 
Establishing trustworthiness  
 
Van Manen (2014) states that the validity and reliability of 
phenomenological research lies mainly in how the research is valued. 
Originality and solidity are important aspects. He emphasizes that 
phenomenological research is about gaining an inner intuitive 
understanding. This yields existential empirical meanings of a certain 
phenomenon, instead of measurable, factual empirical evidence (van 
Manen, 2014). In addition, the research can be assessed on the basis of 
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the following criteria: the suspension of personal or systemic prejudices 
("bracketing"), the originality of insights and the scientific use of sources. 
According to van Manen, it is methodologically and ethically advisable 
to ask the respondents whether the narrative of the conversation 
actually "resonates" with the respondents' original experience. In this 
member check, they are asked whether they think the narrative captures 
the meaning of their experience and whether it affects them. However, 
van Manen (2014) points out that this only concerns the validity of the 
singular narrative and does not validate the quality of the entire 
phenomenological study (van Manen, 2014: 348).  
 

To assess the thoroughness and quality of social constructionist 
research, Guba and Lincoln (1998) have suggested four methodological 
criteria that, in their view, reflect the constructivist view of qualitative 
research (see also Guba, 1981). In order to guarantee the trustworthiness 
of a study, attention must be paid to criteria of credibility (truth value), 
transferability, dependability and confirmability. Among these criteria, 
credibility was considered the most predominant goal of qualitative 
research, as it answers the question of whether the results of the study 
credibly reflect participants' experiences and reveal a truth which lies 
beyond the researcher's experience (Guba & Lincoln, 1998). 
Phenomenological research is credible when it presents faithful 
descriptions of the ‘essence’ of the experience and when readers 
confronted with the experience find it recognizable and are brought into 
a closer relationship with the phenomena (Halling, 2002). According to 
van Manen a good indication that the results of a study are credible is 
when the phenomenological description makes the reader experience a 
spark of recognition, which he termed the “phenomenological nod” 
(van Manen, 1990: 27).  He further states that a “good phenomenological 
description is collected by lived experience and recollects lived 
experience — is validated by lived experience and it validates lived 
experience” (van Manen, 1990: 27). The researcher must demonstrate 
how each theme emerged from the descriptions of the participants, and 
this is done by offering examples and quotations from the text to 
illustrate points made and to ensure that all the conclusions are firmly 
grounded in the data or explained by the researcher’s interpretive 
framework (Koch, 1995).  
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In this study rich, evocative descriptions of participants stories 
will be used to allow the reader to judge whether the results of the study 
are applicable to other situations. In addition, the previous chapters 
dealt extensively with the background of this study and with my own 
prior knowledge and assumptions that may influence the research, so 
that the results can be framed within it. The entire research process is 
kept in a logbook, along with personal memos of thoughts, reflections, 
feelings or more theoretical memos. Part of trustworthiness is paying 
attention to transparency. Memos provide insight into the research 
trajectory and the choices made during the data analysis. Memos also 
provide depth to data, because the researcher asks himself what 
emerges in the experiences. Due to the duration, scope and temporality 
of this study, the memos are an important source of information about 
the progress and choices made in the process. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
 
 

Feeling Pain in the Body of Another 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 
This chapter, which introduces the first of three themes, addresses how 
young people in The Gambia relate to victims who narrate how they 
have suffered and continue to suffer because of the Jammeh regime. It 
seeks an insider’s view by considering the role that intersubjectivity, 
collectivism and the ethics of burial and remembrance play in how 
youth receive the TRRC testimonies. It considers how the private sphere 
of individual experiences relates to the public sphere of transpersonal 
values and dominant ideologies and how narratives of trauma and 
suffering circulate in the public domain. It seeks to answer the question: 
“How does the TRRC transform private meanings into public meanings 
as well as turning public meanings into private meanings?”  
  

‘Feeling Pain in the Body of Another’ is a concept I am 
borrowing from the Indian anthropologist Veena Das (2007), and stems 
from her interpretation of a passage from Wittgenstein. 

 
“I take Wittgenstein’s fantasy in that passage as a working out 
of Descartes’s sense that my soul and my body, while 
necessarily distinct, are not merely contingently connected. I am 
necessarily the owner of my pain, yet the fact that it is always 
located in my body is not necessary. This is what Wittgenstein 
wishes to show—that it is conceivable that I locate it in another’s 
body. That this does not in fact, or literally, happen in our lives 
means that the fact of our separateness is something that I have 
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to conceive, a task of imagination—that to know your pain I 
cannot locate it as I locate mine, but I must let it happen to me. My 
knowledge of you marks me; it is something that I experience, yet I am 
not present to it …” (Das, 2007: 41, emphasis added) 

 
Das focuses on how private experiences of pain can be 

collectively experienced when they are “allowed to move into the realm 
of publicly articulated experiences” (Das, 1995: 193). By providing voice 
to pain, it opens up the way for others to experience the pain as well, 
“asking for acknowledgement and recognition” (Das, 1997: 88). This 
does not mean focusing on bodily experiences in and of itself, but on 
experience as something that can be collectively shared between bodies. 
 

The goal of this project is to understand more fully what it 
means for youth in The Gambia to learn about what happened in the 
past through the testimonies told at the TRRC hearings. It aims to look 
deeply into how young people experience listening to and/or watching 
the testimonies and how they acknowledge, make sense of and come to 
terms with revelations about the past.  
 

In my interviews with the participants, I asked them to reflect 
on what it was like for them to watch or hear the testimonies and to 
reflect on their own experiences growing up during the dictatorship. I 
sought to gain an understanding of how they relate to what they hear 
and what meanings they attach to it. 
 
 
Vicarious Traumatic Knowledge: The Intersubjective Experience of 
Suffering 
 
I describe vicarious traumatic knowledge as the sort of knowledge that 
comes from an empathetic engagement with witnesses who testify to 
violence they experienced or inflicted unto others during the 
dictatorship. Even though most of the students were fortunate to have 
been spared of direct harm to themselves or their immediate family 
members, the experience of witnessing the testimonies makes the 
suffering of others intimately felt. In this section I explore how the 
violent past enters the present as vicarious traumatic knowledge and 
how this knowledge impacts the thoughts and feelings of the young 
people who engage with the testimonies. What can the emotions they 
experience as a result of hearing about the traumatic events experienced 
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by the witnesses, tell us about the intersubjective character of 
experience? In what ways does this knowledge of others mark them?  
 
Empathy and recognition 
 
In The Gambia, empathy/compassion (yermande) and being your 
brother’s keeper (ndimbalante) are key social values that are reinforced 
in the extended family and contribute to an understanding of “oneness” 
(Khan, 2019). Empathy, according to the philosopher Edith Stein is a 
feeling-based experience of another person’s experience (Svenaeus, 
2018). The Ghanaian philosopher Kwame Gyekye believes that 
compassion has to be regarded as “intrinsic to satisfactory moral 
practice in a communitarian society” (1997: 72). I understand empathy 
here as a form of “intersubjective emotional attunement” that takes 
place despite the diversity of other people’s experiences (Gusman, 2020: 
224). This intersubjective emotional attunement often permeated the 
stories of the participants. This was aptly expressed by Awa and 
Mariama: 
 

I feel very sad because, like we know so many things that we did not know 
were happening, so it revealed that. Those things, those horrible things that 

were happening. Like murder, I never knew that it was happening. I thought 
Gambia was a peaceful country were everyone is living peacefully; on the 

whole some people are… Some people’s rights have been violated which is so 
sad. Sometimes some of us will cry even. When they’re speaking about it, 
they’ll cry and I’ll cry too. Because it’s very sad like imagine if you’d be in 

that situation, how will I feel? Because their lives were not okay. I just take it 
and cry. Just let it go. I keep thinking about those who died and how they were 

killed. (Awa) 
 

It was sad. So, when he explained the story, I feel very sad. Yeah it was 
everybody, everyone feel about it almost. Because anywhere I explained it, 

everyone feel sad. (Mariama) 
 

Some of the students expressed how being exposed to painful 
stories affected their own emotional wellbeing and how they would 
reach a threshold in their capacity to listen to the testimonies. In 
“Remembering Obligation: Pedagogy and the Witnessing of Testimony 
of Historical Trauma”, Roger I. Simon and Claudia Eppert (1997) discuss 
the ethical obligations in witnessing testimonies that convey aspects of 
a traumatic "lived past.” In their article they state that “this return of the 
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past, this traumatization, is experienced not just by the primary witness 
(the survivor or eye-witness) but by those who hear or read accounts of 
what others have experienced” (Simon & Eppert, 1997: 177). This 
sentiment was captured by Awa and Abdoulie.  

 
After Sanna Sabally’s testimony, it was hard for me to watch the TRRC 

because I was having an anger in me and a fear, because their rights have been 
violated and no one could fight for their rights. So, I don’t follow it after that. 

(Awa) 
 

Sometimes it is too emotional! Right now, I already know what I feel right 
now, in my... I’m thinking of those people, some of them, some of their 

families… Mine, Alhamdulillah we are managing. My mom and my dad, we 
are trying. We are always trying things, you know, perfect and cool. But for 

other families they are now worried of their… Some of them, their fathers and 
brothers and you know, thinking of them… it’s sad. (Abdoulie) 

 
Awa narrated her experience witnessing a detailed account of 

how Koro Ceesay, the former finance minister was murdered as follows: 
 

Like the mother of Koro Ceesay, our former finance minister. He was 
murdered because he wanted to speak the truth about how the money of the 

Gambia was spend so he was killed brutally so that made me cry personally, it 
is so sad. It was explained how he was killed. He was told that he should meet 
with the president at the airport and then they killed him, he was slaughtered 
and then his legs and hands were cut off and then he was put in a vehicle and 
then the vehicle was burnt, to tell the people that he died in an accident while 

he was murdered. […] His younger sister testified on behalf of him. It was 
hard to hear. She was crying too, especially the part that she said Koro was a 
good brother to her, he was open to her and the day that he was murdered, he 
told her to cook for him his favorite dish when he returned, but he never ate 
that. It was so hard to hear. That day I had a nightmare. We [the students] 

were talking about it in class, before the teacher arrived, and so many people 
were sad for him too. Everyone was surprised because we never expected such 

kind of thing to be happening in the country, so we were all shocked and 
afraid, because the way he died and so many people believed he died in an 
accident while he was murdered. We have a fear that it would happen and 
then so many people can die too and then they will fake their death. (Awa) 
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Sulayman and Fatoumatta recounted a similar experience after 
witnessing Sanna Sabally’s testimony: 
 

Sometimes I had to cry. When they explain what they have done to them 
through the process they have gone through. Like Sanna Sabally, because he 

said that he was put in a hole and they put like a plastic bag on his head, 
started throwing on him, telling him to tell them like any bad sense that he feel 
for like the ex-president Yahya Jammeh, but he will normally say no but they 

won’t believe. They thought that he was an enemy or stuff so they will 
normally like, he said that he was punished severely and all those like 

punishment he has gone through, so I used to feel sad about it. After, a lot of 
people were talking about it, in school and other places. (Sulayman) 

 
[Like] Sanna Sabally’s testimony because he was tortured by the soldiers and 

then he was buried alive, that is not good eh. Sanna Sabally say that they 
torture him with his friend, I forget about his name. By that time, they were 
captured by the soldiers of Yahya Jammeh. He explain but I forget, it’s long 
now. I was sad because he was a good man of the country, he do participate 

many things that’s why. I was sad because to torture people, is not easy eh. To 
see them torture people like that, Gambian people, it’s not easy. (Fatoumatta) 

 
Some would also have compassion for the perpetrators. This was 
expressed by Modou Lamin: 
 

I feel so sorry for them because it was never easy. Some of them, oh the way 
they operate though, like they operate on the amount which you know that it 

was just terrible even though he asked you to do something and you refused to 
do it, he will end up taking you as his main target that’s why so many people 

were afraid up to the extent that they cannot escape whatsoever they were 
asked to do, they will do it and like it has led them to so many problems that 
they cannot escape now because at this moment, most of them are in prison 

and like they are going through court. (Modou Lamin) 
 
As a direct result of hearing the testimonies, some of the students would 
feel intensely sad, cry, be scared, angry or in some cases be skeptical. 
Fatoumatta for example stated being skeptical about some of the 
testimonies she heard and about some of the things that were revealed. 
 
I don’t think that is true because I don’t witness anything, and I never heard 

something like that. (Fatoumatta) 
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I heard one of the women, but they remove her face yes, but what I heard is she 
was raped by Yahya Jammeh, but I don’t think that is true. Because Yahya 

Jammeh is a president, for him to go out — and he is having wife — for him to 
go out and rape another one’s children, I can’t believe that. (Fatoumatta) 

 
Omar talked about his grandmother expressing a similar view: 
 

My grandma she said that that’s not true, whenever I ask her why, she said 
Yahya Jammeh was having a wife so he can’t do that. I tell her that, but 

grandma even if you rape someone some of them used to have wives so, it’s 
just like favor to them. My grandma still now she don’t believe it. (Omar) 

 
However, most of the students interviewed described their 

experience watching the testimonies as a recognition of the suffering of 
the witness accompanied by a true sympathy and compassion for their 
suffering. The French philosopher Paul Ricoeur described this 
experience as solicitude; the act of caring for another and being anxious 
about another’s suffering. In the confrontation with the suffering other, 
the listener finds themselves affected (Ricoeur, 1994: 191-192). The 
suffering of the person testifying produces feelings of compassion in the 
listener. By "facing" the other, the listener bares themselves “to a 
wounding, a trauma inflicted by the other’s story” (Simon & Eppert, 
1997: 179). This sense of recognition. This intersubjective experience of 
suffering, this knowing through the suffering of another. Recognizing 
it, acknowledging it and in some cases identifying with it, is what a lot 
of the students experienced. As Mariama said:  

 
When you are watching it on the tv you can identify that this is the person 
and you meet them, you met with the person, you can recognize the person. 

(Mariama) 
 
 
Collectivism: The Relationship with the Other 
 
For Gambians, the most important social unit is the family, as it provides 
solidarity, protection, and companionship and moreover acts as a social 
safety net (Ebere, 2016). Gambian society is collectivistic and promotes 
social cohesion and interdependence. From birth, individuals are 
included in strong, close-knit groups that protect them in exchange for 
unconditional loyalty. In small communities, where people live together 
in close proximity and are highly dependent on the extended family and 
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friends for survival, family and kinship ties are essential. The family 
structure in The Gambia includes both the nuclear and the extended 
family and is male dominant. This extended family can also include 
individuals or other families who “because of many years, perhaps 
generations, of mutual support and association are elevated to the status 
of family. Neighbors, for instance, often earn this status.” (Saine, 2012: 
110) The relationship with this extended family is supported by bonds 
of baadinyaa, a Mandinka concept referring to a positive and caring 
relationship. Bonnie B. McConnell describes how baadinyaa is lived in 
The Gambia through day-to-day interactions and expanded through 
social networks. “Bonds of baadinyaa that extend beyond biological 
relations and beyond two individuals can also provide a social safety 
net that supports individuals and families through difficulty” 
(McConnell, 2015).  
 

In the interviews, most of the students expressed compassion 
for the family of the victims and expressed concern about the impact on 
the family when the sole breadwinner, often the father, was imprisoned, 
murdered or had to go into exile. The following accounts attest to this 
sense of compassion for the family members. 

 
It was so sad […], like you take someone from your family member, it will be 
sad and then it is very sad. Even though that it’s not your blood sibling, you 

feel sad. To take someone’s life, it’s not easy. (Bintou) 
 

I take it to myself come as if this was one of my family members. How I will 
feel, I will feel bad because one of my family members is gone, killed and 

unknown because we don’t know how they are killed. Before, we don’t know 
how they are killed, we don’t know how they are buried. You just heard that 
person x is dead, car accident or something terrible happened and he or she 

died so you don’t have clear information. If you’re part of the family members 
you feel sad because your own relative, your own brother, your own sister, is 
killed and you don’t know how. You don’t know any clue about it. You don’t 

know anything about it. It’s sad. We just take it as he or she disappeared 
because we don’t know whether the person was killed or see the dead body, we 

don’t see anything, the person just go for work and never come back. 
(Mariama) 

 
I feel very sad. I feel sympathized especially for the victims. I feel sympathized 

for them. Someone in a working age group, working hard, then you put the 
person and you put him in some hardship! Because some are there, they’re in 
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wheelchairs which is really sad and others are there they are the breadwinners 
of their families, all the family is dependent on him or her so if you take the 

person and you put the person in Mile II. You are adding insult to the wound 
because that is the breadwinner of the family who will be helping the family 
and that man, that person, is been caught. It’s really sad. Yeah. (Mariama) 

 
I feel emotional for the victims because you know some of them leave their 

families. Now, like some of them are the breadwinner of their family. They fed, 
they go to work, and you know for their family. (Abdoulie) 

 
Baba Jobe is our neighbor, from the other side of the road. He was living at 

Fajikunda. He was someone who helped a lot of people, the neighborhood, he 
helped a lot of people […] That day I heard about it I was like, I cried tears, 
because what about the families? They’re hearing that that man, our father 
was just killed like that! It’s sad and he’s not the only one, we had a lot of 

people (Abdoulie) 
 

I feel sad, sometimes I even drop tears. This guy, uhm John CB Mendy. He 
was invited at the TRRC, but he said he was the one who… the 44 Ghanaians 

who were killed. So, he said he was the one who was having the cutlers and 
cutting their legs and arms. You know, we are all Africans so how can people 
from another country come here and you start treating them like that? It’s not 
good. It’s not nice. We are human beings. We also have to travel so when they 
did that to us, it will harm us. So, it’s not good. They also have family there. 

Some of them even have kids. So, who is gonna look after them? So that’s what 
brought tears. (Omar) 

 
I always feel so sorry for the family of the victims because it’s never easy for 

you to live, for you to know someone who know someone that like because the 
breadwinner of your family, or someone who you know that was like giving a 

support to the family, if you lost people wow it’s just crazy and it is very 
difficult, very difficult, at that moment of time it will be very difficult for you 
to establish a new life that will go with… Especially like if you don’t know the 
way the process go where the individual has been killed, where the individual 
is still alive or has been killed, you never know his whereabouts. You’ll be so 
confused up to the extent that you cannot even know what you are to do and 
at what time you will do that particular thing because you’ll be confused at 

that moment. You never know what to do. (Modou Lamin) 
 

So, as those people has gone and their family at this moment, so many people 
are there, they were the breadwinner of their family. So many things now in 
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those family has lacked especially like if a father has been killed in a family 
which you know that like he has his kids and the entire family they’re like 

depending on him, it will be very difficult for those people to come up and like 
find a way out of their problems. (Modou Lamin) 

 
The students spoke about the pain they felt for the families who 

are forsaken because of the loss of the sole breadwinner in the family. 
This loss would have a devastating impact on the family, as the children 
often had to drop out of school. This is captured by Awa’s statement: 

 
I used to be afraid because it could happen to anyone and for example if it was 
my parent, I would not have been able to go to school because my mom alone 
would not be able to support us all so when I think about all those things like, 

I become afraid. (Awa) 
 

One of the reasons why “reparations” was included in the title 
of the Commission was to emphasize the importance of providing 
compensation to victims. For this, a Victim Support Fund was created 
to which the Gambian government contributed fifty million dalasi 
(approximately one million euros). This amount was paid out directly 
from the proceeds of the sale of Jammeh’s assets (Jallow, 2019). As part 
of the TRRC’s interim reparations program, “second chance educational 
opportunities were provided for children who had to drop out of school 
for financial and other reasons” (Interim Report, 2020).   
 

Another important dimension in Gambian kinship relations is 
the cultural notion of relatedness and oneness. “We are all one” and “We 
are all related” was often stated by the students. 
 
Gambia, we are all related. So, if you kill someone and you think this person is 
in another family well you don’t know how related you are maybe, even if you 

are not related come your parents are not related. Your ancestors or your 
great grandfathers are related unknowingly. Yeah then if you kill, you kill 

your own people. (Mariama) 
 

[D]eath is something we cannot run away, but when you have your families 
that you love, people who stand for you, people who you know that they will 

contribute to your life, all a sudden you don’t see them anymore. It’s like 
something, it’s a nightmare! It’s a thing that you can never forget in your life. 
But when you have the truth like this TRRC, it is to make sure that we people 
we know that family is not like… We are all Gambians. Each and everybody 
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who is born in this Gambia, even where we are not from the same mother, but 
we are all one and so when anything happens to you, the other person feels it. 

So, what he goes through we all feel it because he is a son of the Gambia. 
(Abdoulie) 

 
 
The Ethics of Burial and Remembrance 
 
 

“I think of his death constantly, not seeing his body and not knowing 
who killed him. I think they should show us where he was killed or give 
us back his dead body as we are Muslims so we can grieve properly 
and give him the burial he deserves.” 
 
Sula Ceesay, mother of Chief Ebrimah Manneh, a journalist who 
was forcibly disappeared and died in captivity.  
 

 
Rites of passages - such as weddings, naming ceremonies and funerals - 
are an important part of community life in The Gambia and associated 
with specific rituals and practices. Because over 90 percent of Gambians 
are Muslim, Islam serves as a guide for what is deemed a “good life” as 
well as what is regarded as a “good death” (Saine, 2012: 141). There are 
several Muslim burial rituals and the rules on how to act in the event of 
a death are bundled in the collection of the Hadiths. For example, the 
body of the deceased must be respected and must never be damaged. 
As such cremation is prohibited. Different actions have to be performed 
at an Islamic funeral, and the Imam plays an important role in this. 
Ritually washing the body is of great importance and should be done as 
soon as possible after death. The body is washed three times and after 
the body has been washed and wrapped, the deceased is carried in a 
casket to the cemetery, where they are buried facing Mecca (Gatrad, 
1994).  
 

In the interviews, the students would often emphasize the 
importance of a proper burial for the deceased as part of a particular 
ethics of mourning and remembering. The importance of these rituals is 
evident in Abdoulie’s account: 

 
Like Solo Sandeng, his daughter - I forget her name but I know her. So right 
now, those people and how they kill their father and still now they have this 
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thing, that stress in them. That, you know they’re still surviving but it’s like 
they’re half human being because they’re always thinking about their father. 
Yeah, and like they couldn’t bury! Solo Sandeng is a Muslim but they don’t 
bury him properly, they beat him until he died, and they bury him like that 

with his clothes. They don’t even remove his clothes! (Abdoulie) 
 

Mariama and Modou Lamin had similar sentiments: 
 

I believe if they used a gun it would have been better. But they used nylon 
bags and suffocated the person to death. That was very terrible and after there 
is no burial! There is nothing. They just throw them in a big well. Everyone 

forget about them. It’s sad.” (Mariama) 
 

Like the women, that like they identify as an enemy to the president or as an 
enemy that the president don’t want to see, because like sometimes even 

though without offending, he can just identify you as an enemy. He can send 
his soldiers to you and they can just go and execute you, that’s all that he 

normally do and like they don’t have a specific place to bury, sometimes they 
can just go deep in the forest, they just bury them and go. It is just 

unbelievable because no matter what a human being has done, if an individual 
pass away you have to put them, being a Christian or a Muslim, try to put 

him like in the proper way that everybody will appreciate. Either than, to take 
him to the forest, they’ll dig a hole, throwing that individual inside the place. 

(Modou Lamin) 
 

In the absence of any burial rituals, that would normally 
accompany the death of a person, the family of the deceased are 
prevented from grieving properly. Causing deep and persisting anguish 
among the family members. In the case of enforced disappearances, this 
was especially disparaging as there was the added uncertainty of not 
knowing what happened to a loved one. This view was captured in my 
interview with Bintou: 
 

The other thing was my, it was like our family member, but it was far away 
from us. Mamut Ceesay, you heard about it? Mamut Ceesay and Alieu Jobe. 
He was… they were on their way coming to Africa on the airport. That was 

the time, I don’t know, Jammeh call some people to take them to one hotel and 
take their life. It was a long time his father was looking. According to the 
TRRC, they say it was a long time his father was looking for him, asking 

people, asking, he did not know, he did not even see his son’s corpse. He did 
not know, where did they bury his son. For a long period of time they don’t 
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know, till they celebrate the funeral without seeing the dead body. You know 
it’s so sad. By that time, I think so, they believe that he has pass away. Like for 
a long period of time, you don’t heard about someone, some people are saying 

he pass away, some people are… and then his wife, he’s having wife in 
America with children. So most of them, like majority cast a vote, most of 

them said he passed away, so that was the time they celebrated his funeral and 
then during this TRRC, that was the time they bring up that topic again. That 

was the time everyone believe that he passed away. They show where they 
bury him, it was so sad. The person who kill him, was the person who was 
testifying himself. They say that they went, I don’t know, up to the which 

village and that was the time this, according to that man he say that Yahya 
Jammeh says that they slaughter them into pieces but they didn’t do that, they 

tie their eyes and kill them, that was the time they bury them. (Bintou) 
 

Modou Lamin recounted a similar experience: 
 

I used to hear about people disappearing. I used to hear it, but it was in a way 
that no one has to tell you where the individual went to. No one will identify 

this guy or like this is what he has gone through. You can just take an 
example about the finance minister who left his way all the way from the 

airport down to his way, he was like kidnapped by those army personnel and 
they end up killing him. Nothing was to show out what he has gone through 
up to the extend like the time that we have the TRRC, that’s the time that we 
know what has happened. According to the news, the way they explain it, it 

was an accident that occurred. People have to believe because they don’t know 
the reality, they don’t know what is going on. They don’t know the truth 
about it so the time that the TRRC came in, everything was step by step, 

everything has to be revealed out. It was so unbelievable because as a finance 
minister, you went to the airport, on your way going home you are kidnapped, 
and you are killed. You family will never know about it, at the same time you 
were burned inside a vehicle because he was inside a vehicle, they kill him, and 

they burn the vehicle. Like just to confuse people to say that he have an 
accident, without knowing that they have killed him already and burned the 

vehicle. (Modou Lamin) 
 

You will just get up and hear someone has passed away and like you don’t see 
this individual you never know where the individual went to and even though 
the individual person will never know how the process went about. So, it was 
very very difficult and unbelievable to hear someone on the tv saying that I 

killed this man, or I did this. (Modou Lamin) 
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The disappearance of loved ones and the absence of a body 
produced a lot of anxiety, grief and fear for the family. As Erica Caple 
James (2015: 165) observed in the context of how Haitians coped in the 
aftermath of the coup of Jean-Bertrand Arsitide, this “inability to 
observe kinship obligations to the living, and especially mortuary rites 
for the dead, was a cause of tremendous affliction.” The Slovenian 
philosopher Slavoj Žižek argued that a proper funeral rite assures that 
the deceased are incorporated in the text of a symbolic tradition. It 
assures “that, in spite of their death, they will "continue to live" in the 
memory of the community” (Žižek, 1991: 15). When there is no proper 
funeral rite, the trauma of their death is not integrated into the historical 
memory of the community and it won’t find its proper place in the text 
of tradition. The young people I interviewed recognized the importance 
of these rituals and deeply felt the bereavement the families must feel 
because of their inability to carry out the usual rituals of death, burial 
and mourning. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
 

Between Knowing and Not Knowing 
 
 

 
Introduction 
 
This chapter introduces a second theme, namely the tension between 
intrinsically and tacitly knowing something was happening, through 
circulating knowledges and personal recollection, while at the same 
time not knowing what was happening. This chapter seeks to explore 
how the knowledge about the past the participants receive from the 
TRRC testimonies relates back to their own lived experiences growing 
up during the dictatorship. As the students looked back into their past, 
stories and significant incidents emerged which detailed aspects of the 
culture of silence and the climate of fear that was in place and how 
people found ways of coping. The “world” the students found 
themselves in at the time of our interview, had a violent past, and their 
tacit knowledge of it became apparent in the course of our conversation. 
 
 
I Was Not Aware This Was Happening 
 
“We are often unaware of the scope and structure of our ignorance. Ignorance 

is not just a blank space on a person's mental map. It has contours and 
coherence, and for all I know rules of operation as well. So as a corollary to 

writing about what we know, maybe we should add getting familiar with our 
ignorance.” 

Thomas Pynchon, Slow Learner 
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“The revelations by both victims and perpetrators of these crimes before the 
Commission shocked and even traumatized Gambians as they never imagined 
such atrocities could be committed in their country and culture whose people 

are known for their gentility and tolerance.“ 
TRRC Interim Report 2020 

 
Following the start of the TRRC hearings, stories of violence and loss 
have been recounted across the country like a tragic melody and 
Gambians have been called upon to join in a national process of 
‘recognition’ as a symbolic way of sharing the pain of the victims, 
acknowledging past wrongs and remembering the past. However, 
when interviewing the students, it became clear that few of them 
seemed to have any recollections of these past events. During the 
interview, they all stated that they were unaware of the events and 
incidents mentioned in the testimonies. Hearing the testimonies, they 
felt shocked, surprised and confused.  
 

That was the first time I heard about it [that they were torturing many 
peoples, killing them], because during Jammeh’s regime we don’t know all 
these things. The TRRC we are watching, it’s just like, all of us, this is the 
first time we heard about it. Any time I talk about it, everyone used to be 

surprised. Like, during Jammeh’s regime we never know that this thing was 
happening in our country. During that time, I never, I did not heard no one 

talk about it. (Bintou) 
 

I never undergo about those things because I was too young and I was not 
that much aware about those things, November 11 and coup d’état’s and all 
the protests and killings that used to happen, I was not aware of it. Till when 
the TRRC came and that was the time that I realize that this was what was 

happening during the past 22 years, during Yahya Jammeh’s regime, yes. So, 
it’s so touching. That’s what we were facing here you know, the country, our 
country, is a peaceful country. It’s a peaceful country, nobody ever know this 
kind of act that happened in the former 22 years, president Jammeh’s regime. 

(Abdoulie) 
 

A lot of things I did not know about it. Everything was new to me. I feel 
shocked because I don’t think we blacks are gonna hurt each other like this. 

Because here in Gambia we have, you know, peace, so all these things…  I was 
shocked. It changed a lot to me. To come to know that we are, something like, 
if anything happened it’s always because it’s God who did it, so everything 

comes like... it’s very sad. (Omar) 
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I don’t think something happened here but when I watch it for the first time, I 
heard Yahya Jammeh’s name and then I start to understand about what the 

TRRC is. At that moment, I don’t think that something happened here but it 
go till I don’t know two weeks, or three weeks. That is the time were the elders 

come and testified, that is the time I understand. According to TRRC, I am 
more aware. I do watch it if I’m free. If our study teacher is not around, I do 
watch it and know but at Jammeh’s time we don’t have anything, some show 

like TRRC to educate people about that. No, at that time it was not happening. 
(Fatoumatta) 

 
There are so many things that have happened in the past which we didn’t 

know and through the TRRC now so many things are revealed, and we are 
getting to know so many things that we are hiding behind. It was just like 
everything about Jammeh… it was a surprise to me, to the nation. (Modou 

Lamin) 
 

I felt sad about it because if you don’t expect something to be happening and 
then you just find out that it’s happening it’s just hard to believe. At first, I 

was like, am I dreaming? But it’s the reality. The country wasn’t safe and I’m 
lucky to be part of the people who have not been affected. (Awa) 

 
I was surprised and shocked. I was disappointed. Our own president, killing 
his own people. I was very surprised. I never expected that to happen but as 

the saying goes “unexpected things are always expected.” (Mariama) 
 

I will feel like: how was all of this happening? how was this man doing all 
this? I never knew about all this so I always feel like amazed to watch or listen 

to the TRRC, because it brings much more information that I ever thought, 
that I will ever know in Gambia. Most of us, I would say, like the youths were 

not aware of it so it helped us a lot, because living in a country without 
knowing any information about it, it was so hard for us. So, with this TRRC 

like we all benefitted a lot. We gain a lot of things. (Sulayman) 
 

In Simon & Eppert’s (1997: 180) research on pedagogy and the 
witnessing of testimonies of historical trauma they state that:  

 
“To speak to testimony means to attend to the limits displayed 
when recognition of another’s experience lies in the mis-
recognition of that experience as something one already knows. 
In the confrontation with such limits lies the possibility of 
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experiencing what Levinas (1969) refers to as the “traumatism 
of astonishment” (p. 73), the experience of something absolutely 
foreign that may call into question what and how one knows. 
To accept the obligations of witnessing on these terms thus 
invokes a difficult and sometimes painful task of coming to 
terms with a past always in excess of its possible narration. This 
“coming to terms” might best be thought of as a “working 
through” of the materials of remembrance in a way that 
produces something new (Friedlander, 1992).” 

 
For the students the TRRC is a mechanism through which the 

past is revealed and watching the testimonies is understood as a way to 
learn about the past to “work through” it. Being a witness to the 
testimonies about past violence requires from the students “an 
attentiveness that can be accomplished only by greeting the embodied 
call to witness with a binding allegiance: "Here I am." Here one is to 
learn and attempt to exceed the limits of one's knowledge” (Simon & 
Eppert, 1997: 179). By watching the TRRC testimonies the youth expand 
their knowledge of what happened in the past. The question remains 
however: “How does this new knowledge relate to their own past 
experiences?” 
 
 
Rememory: The Culture of Silence & the Climate of Fear 
 
Through the ‘truth-revealing’ processes of the TRRC, the past is 
constantly changing in form and shape. The revelations about the past 
which the students claimed not having been aware of and not having 
known about, collided with their own knowledge of the past as they 
knew more about the past violence and terror than they could tell 
(Polanyi, 1967: 4). This tacit knowledge was often not put into words. 
When the students started talking about their childhood memories, it 
became clear to me that they had some awareness that the country in 
which they were living was one of abiding contradictions. This 
remembering of memories is what Toni Morrison (1987) called 
“rememory.” The revisiting of a memory that had been forgotten. When 
recollecting their past experiences, they reconstructed past realities and 
recalled events and incident that they had forgotten that they knew. 
These rememories, were triggered when I would ask them to talk about 
how the stories they hear in the testimonies relate to their own memories 
of the past. What followed were vivid accounts of memories from their 



Knowing What I Know Now 

115 

youth and childhood. Rememories, then, are the continued presence of 
that which had been forgotten. As such, they center the unknown and 
unarticulated as opposed to the known and articulated. These 
rememories can be interpreted as an imaginative re-construction of the 
Jammeh past. In that way, the private memories of Gambian youth can 
form the basis of a reconstructed public history of the Jammeh regime 
from the perspective of children and youth.  
 

In this section I seek to explore which factors constituted an 
ecology of fear in The Gambia and contributed to a culture of silence. 
The stories that were recalled by the participants provide richly textured 
experiential accounts of how the state of exception functioned in 
everyday life and how loyalty and obedience to Jammeh was 
indoctrinated from a young age. The recollections of the students shine 
light on how the state was experienced as both the agent of 
disappearances, arbitrary arrests and fear and at the same time, the state 
- embodied through Jammeh - was admired, loved and alluring. In 
Reckoning: The Ends of War in Guatemala, Diana Nelson (2009) argues that 
the state, in this case, can be understood as two-faced and bamboozling 
as “it is the carrier of both suffering and benefits. Both perpetrator and 
succor, it dispenses death and life” (p. 23). Jammeh as the embodiment 
of the state must also be understood as Janus-faced, being both revered 
and feared. The conversation with the students captured how they loved 
and feared Jammeh at the same time. This ambivalence invites us to 
focus attention on which aspects of Jammeh’s rule elicited these 
conflicting feelings and which events triggered this to come into being?   
 
Fear of Jammeh 
 
Fear was mentioned repeatedly when the participants recalled everyday 
life during the dictatorship. This fear formed a permanent backdrop to 
their lives. Their stories reveal how during Jammeh’s regime, where 
state-sponsored terror and violence was ubiquitous, The Gambia 
became a place of silence. The American anthropologist Michael Jackson 
describes how this violence destroyed the individual’s capacity to speak 
and act openly in the public domain and drove them into privacy and 
isolation (Jackson, 2013: 51). As he puts it, “in violence one can act only 
under the threat of pain, of degradation, or of death—and speak only to 
debase or incriminate oneself, or assent to the other’s will” (Jackson, 
2013: 57). As Maja Povrzanovic’s found in her research into the lived 
experience of war in Croatia, places of intimacy, privacy, and security 
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become “defamiliarized” into places of “anxiety and deprivation,” 
while public places are transformed into places of danger and death 
(Povrzanovic, 1997: 157, quoted in Jackson, 2013: 81). Fear, as the 
historian Peter Lambert described in the case of the Third Reich in 
Germany, would cause people to ‘self-police’ and ‘self-censor’ (Lambert, 
2016: 50). During Jammeh’s regime, Gambians would caution each other 
not to speak in public spaces, and if they would, to at least be mindful 
of what they said, and to whom, out of fear of being arrested. There was 
a general distrust in others, and a fear of expressing thoughts in public 
as anyone could be a spy of the regime.  
 
People were afraid to say, because he was oh… he was something else though. 

He was a man of you know… he, you don’t even… Even if you are in your 
house you were afraid to talk about him because you know what he was 

capable of. So many people were afraid of him. You know, the truth, you just 
keep it to yourself. The fear, that was what was like in everybody’s mind, that 

was how we were surviving. You were not, you were, La illah, you were 
afraid, you know you cannot even say like to sit with you family and 

discussing about him, no you will be so, you will be in fear that you will think 
that when you talk of him, he will come for you. In fact, because he was so… 

He is a man of power. People were saying he was a dictator. People were 
saying he was a murderer. Even by the time he was in power, it was not said 
in public though. People would say it down in a room. You would not even 

dare to say it in public or talk about it when you were in a public space. People 
believe that, because he was someone who like detriment people. He was a 

leader who was like, he was far though he was closer to you. In a sense that 
when he wants to get you, he can get you however far you are. In a way that 
he can just like… that was what we believed, because we see people who may 

know that you could be talking to me while you don’t know that I’m even 
working with him. And we see people that disappear with their families and 

they were working and doing all these things but because they were even 
suspicious, anytime when they are suspicious about you, that you are being 

some, that you were saying something negative about him, you are nowhere to 
be seen. And we see that, it happens not once, not twice, it happens regularly 
so even in that situation seeing those things happening in your environment 

obviously you’ll be someone who’ll be very mindful of what you’re saying 
about him. So that was what was going on. So that was why it was not easy. 

(Abdoulie) 
 

Sometimes they may know about a lot of things, but you know, they will not 
speak it out. If you speak it out, they will lock you in jail, you know it’s not 
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easy. […] Many people normally stay away from politics before. Before you 
lead your life into death. (Bintou) 

 
During Jammeh’s time you are mad to demonstrate. He was ruling like a 

dictator. So, when the dictator is ruling, what he says, that’s what going to go. 
You are not even mad to go out. Even something else happen you will not 
even march. Even to go and say why… Because he will kill you or jail you. 

Everything he does that go on you just keep it in. Some of them know but they 
are afraid to talk. Because if you relieve his secret and even if he know that you 

are about to relieve his secrets, he will shoot you and he will kill you or jail 
you sometimes. (Omar) 

 
[B]efore you can’t say anything. Even if you are talking in your room, you 

close your doors because then you’re safe. It’s not good. But he was doing it, 
and no one said nothing about it. Nothing about it. Because no one had the 

confidence to go and stand in front of him and tell him, ‘what you are doing is 
wrong.’ So, everyone kept silent. People were afraid to talk, people feel scared. 
But even when you’re a kid you don’t know anything. Now is the time when I 
even knowing something because of the TRRC. I never knew things like this 
were happening in the country. That time, even if you are young, people hide 
so many things. They don’t tell anything! No one discuss it in front of me. 

Just when I start watching the TRRC, I know what was going on in the 
country. It’s really important because the hidings, are now revealed to all of 
us. We all know what was then. People were dying in silent. We don’t know. 
Anything that effected the family, they were keeping quiet. They would not 

say anything. They would just be hiding it. Because they don’t have the 
confidence to voice out, so they die in silence. (Mariama) 

 
Especially the ending of his regime, before the election, before you speak about 

something you have to watch around you before you could speak about 
anything because if you happen to speak up for your rights or any other thing 
you’ll be locked up. So, so many people were afraid to speak up. They didn’t 
talk about it so that’s the reason so many people did not know what exactly 

was going on. So many people were afraid to speak out, if you have anything 
to say, you will only say it in your home but if you are outside and you say it 
like the next minute you are just… they arrest you. No one will say anything 

bad about him outside. Everyone was afraid. (Awa) 
 

It was not easy about the man; the man was such in a way that everybody in 
the country was like afraid the way you take things because he never joke with 

his concepts. Whatsoever that he has in mind, he has to run with it to the 



Aminata Ndow 

118 

public and he will make sure that everything that he said has to be in the right 
position and in the right place. By then like the country also, the problem was 
that like it was very difficult for you to come out and protest because it was 
like a military government. It was not a democracy government so, so many 

things were not accepted by them. For you to come out and protest against the 
government, it will be so difficult that for you to get the permit or for you to 
be request the permission that you wanted, it will be so so difficult for you to 
get such. It was very difficult for one to come out and protest and show like 
his emotion and like the things that you want for the country and the things 
that has to be accommodated. […] Sometimes, if he was going for a country 
tour, he normally make so many road accidents on his way going. No one 

knows like the reasons behind that like whenever he is leaving here, from here 
to region 6, Basse, like when they come back, if the journalists are reporting 

you normally hear about so many accidents that has happened on his journey 
when he’s on a country tour. But no one has the right to talk it because he was 
the superior at that moment. At that moment, you cannot show any emotion 
that is based on the government, on that regime. What you have to do, you 
have to do it in yourself without like showing it to the general public. Even 
your family members you cannot trust them because you may not, you may 
never know who is your enemy and like who is your friend. (Modou Lamin) 

 
Sometimes I feel afraid because I will not be hearing any information and then 

hearing some people are dying and stuff so I will be feeling afraid and 
anything else. They would say that they have killed so and so person so and 

they won’t give any like any more information or explanation or like why was 
he or she killed. […] By that time no one is there to talk about it, maybe if they 
talk about it like someone else may listen to our conversation or stuff and no 

one knows whether he was part of the government, so then he or she will direct 
that and that person might have a problem. By that time no one was there to 

talk about anything about the ex-president because they’re afraid of stuff about 
him. They would think that he would like kill them and some people think that 

like when he kills, to kill someone is very easy for him. So people were just 
afraid to talk about him. […] At the time of Yahya Jammeh people normally 

say that he used to be threatening people and others so like for me as a youth, I 
cannot just rise up and say that this man is a like, is a traitor. I cannot say a 
lot of things because by that time if you were out for demonstration or such, 

you might be killed or something else so through this TRCC, now I know that 
the reason why this man was called a traitor and like killer and such. And 
some false information like he can cure HIV and some other people say that 

that is not true or something else. (Sulayman) 
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[A]t that time I heard that if you sit and chat things - bad things - about 
Yahya Jammeh, they will go and report you so that they can arrest you. [A]t 
that time, Yahya Jammeh, if you want to demonstrate, it will be hard on you. 

(Fatoumatta) 
 

Fear for Jammeh was so pervasive that people were even afraid 
to say his name. Prior to the election, other names would be used to talk 
about him. Jammeh’s name became a taboo as some people believed that 
uttering his name would have devastating consequences. Not being 
named, lifted Jammeh up to a special status which developed into 
something sacral, not part of the profane world. As was the case with 
Saddam Hussein in Irak, Jammeh became an almost sacred figure, and 
any criticism or hint of hostility was considered to be heresy (Sassoon, 
2011 :178). 

 
Yah, so you are not even… When you encourage people to run their mouth so 
even if you are talking about him when you used to say Yahya Jammeh no one 

used to say the president, we used to say Oga [Oga means “the boss” in 
Nigeria’s Yoruba language]. Normally when we said Oga, we used to say 

something bad about him something like… Ah, there was a time when, when I 
was in school, in grade four or three, we normally go to the highway and 

welcome him so he normally throw biscuits and t-shirts something like that. 
We really enjoyed it. So, one day he throw something like a can. So, it touched 
one of my friend’s head so it start bleeding so they rushed him to the hospital. 
I was expecting biscuits and I know that he was also expecting biscuits and 

then he just see a can. (Omar) 
 

They used to say the Big Man, I could remember so many funny names, Kopa, 
the Big Man, Oga, I forgot so many. It was a way of making fun of him. Like 

there was a time that he was speaking and his hat just fell of so, so many 
people were talking about that and there was another time that he went to the 
village and he was asking them questions and he was just giving them money 
like that and another time that a Senegalese wrestler won a wrestle and then 
he gave him a lot of money so people got angry about that because, so many 

people here are suffering. (Awa) 
 

By then you don’t hear nothing absolutely. At that particular moment, or at 
that point, you cannot say anything negative about him. Even though you are 

to say something about him you have to use phrases. There were many. 
Sometimes, people like us we want to talk about him, you say the White 

White; because the way he dressed, he take white from the head down to the 
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like everything was white. Sometimes, we call him like the King because he 
has been there for so many years and still now, he don’t want to leave, it was 
just like that was the time we normally give him the King. They used phrases 

because by then we are not in like, we are not allowed to say such things as the 
thing now is going. By then it was so difficult up to the extent that like if they 
heard you say something which they did not like, it doesn’t abide by the law, if 

they caught you, you have to go to jail. That one was so clear to people so 
that’s the reason why people sometimes used these terms to call his name. 

(Modou Lamin) 
 

During Jammeh’s time, like even my grandma, if you mention his, if you 
mention Jammeh’s name, she will be afraid. They normally say, even the 

fences, if you call Jammeh’s name, he will come and arrest you. Many people 
were scared to even, even to mention his name. By that time everyone was 

afraid even to say good thing about him, you wouldn’t say good thing about 
him, you wouldn’t say bad thing about him. Like you know, you would not 

like for someone to put you in jail. They were calling him different names. Like 
my grandma, she will use his cousins name to call him, instead of calling his 

name. They normally use different type of name like you would take one name 
and call. Like, I can even take your name and say like we are sitting in a group 
like we all know that we’re talking about Jammeh, but we will not mention his 
name, I may say Amie, and everyone would know who you are talking about. 
During Barrow’s time anything you like, as far as democracy, anything that 
Barrow did, like you say that Barrow is travelling, every time he’s going, he’s 

going here, he’s going there, you know. During Jammeh’s time you do not 
have that, you cannot even say it. Yahya Jammeh’s travel is none of your 

business. Like when Yahya Jammeh is travelling, by that time you will use 
another name and say: Aminata pass us today. He’s going, I don’t know 

where he’s going. That was the only thing that we’re saying. Sometimes even, 
they might say, even students in the school, teachers, when waiting for Yahya 

Jammeh to come, you know if you go home, the following day you will have 
policemen in school. You must wait, sometimes you must stay since in the 

morning, Saturdays, and then till nine o’clock, seven o’clock, Yahya Jammeh 
will not come. You will be waiting for him in the street, you will stay long 

there. We never say bad thing about him. Sometimes when joking, we 
normally mention him. (Bintou) 

 
They were afraid because by that time if you say it in public you might have a 
problem. You might be sent to jail or other stuff. People will say it in places 

that people will not hear about it normally or something else. They will never 
use his name but instead they will give him a nickname like some other names 
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apart from, his original name or his biological name. They will give him 
another name like Baccarry Njie. So, as soon as some people say Baccarry 

Njie, you will now understand that you are talking about the president Yahya 
Jammeh. (Sulayman) 

 
During the dictatorship many rumors were spread about 

Jammeh and the operations of the regime. Two of the rumors that 
repeatedly came up in the interviews were rumors about a well where 
bodies would be disposed and rumors about children being kidnapped 
to be sacrificed. As Veena Das and Arthur Kleinman state in Violence and 
Subjectivity, “rumors derive their authenticity from the everyday 
ecology of fear, mistrust, and anxiety in which life is lived in the zones 
of emergency” (Das and Kleinman, 2000: 6). The following accounts 
capture how these rumors were understood by the students.  

 
They would take the bodies, like the president and his Junglers they have a 

well. Before you have Casamance, there’s a village, a small place called 
Casamance, before you reach that place, between Casamance and Gambia, 
there’s a border there, that place is where he have, there is a big bush there, 
that’s where he prepare his well and anytime he execute people he go and 
throw them there and sometimes bury them. Bury them in those bushes. 

(Abdoulie) 
 

During Mame Cham’s time, I heard that they have a well that was the place, 
sometimes if they kill you, they will just drop you in that well. (Bintou) 

Before the election, I heard that Yahya Jammeh dig a big hole for the 
Mandinkas, when he win the election. You know at that time; politics is going 
on that’s why. I don’t say nothing because at that time I don’t know anything 

about him. (Fatoumatta) 
 

There is one thing that I normally hear about when I was young, like that the 
president has a well. That well, I do hear about it … I do like hear this time 
that if they catch you, they will normally throw you inside that well but by 

then people like normally take it as a joke, people were not serious about it so 
we just take it as a joke thing. But as time goes on, we start to realize that it 
was something that was true, and it is something that is happening. (Modou 

Lamin) 
 

By that time people were losing their baby boys or baby girls before Yahya 
Jammeh says he will not step down, that’s the time I was hearing about that 
rumors. They’re saying that they are stealing people’s children. By that time, 
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my parents were scared, the time they say they are stealing people’s children 
they were scared, they were telling us not to go out during late time. When 
someone call you, don’t listen to that person. When someone tell you, come 
and take this thing, run away. Like my mom, she normally tell me that, like 
when someone tell you that let me sent you the person who you don’t know, 

run away, it was so sad. Like some people they will call like small kids like five 
years old, three years, let me come and tell you, come and we’ll give you 

money. If you come, they will lock you in their cars. But I never saw them 
doing it. But that was the thing we believe. (Bintou) 

 
I heard that the young people were kidnapped during Yahya Jammeh and then 
others say that he want to sacrifice them so that he can be the next president of 
the country. It didn’t scare me. For my parents, yes, because, at the time there 

was a young boy who disappeared. Their parents don’t know where they go 
almost for three years. At Farro corner, around that place. At that time, we 

were staying at Bohol and I used to come here at the garage, where the 
primary school is. They do always tell me that, come early because at that time 

I come early, I mean afternoon from two to seven before I reach home yes. 
They always advise us, if someone calls you don’t answer if you don’t know 

the person and don’t go where boys are in the car. (Fatoumatta) 
 

And they normally said that he used to sacrifice people’s children. ‘Oga dafay 
kidnap’, they used to say in Wolof. Now I believe it. Before, I believe it 

sometimes. We used to have something, a red thread. We used to tie it around 
our hands. So, they say no evil can touch us. At that time, I was just young, 

we used to know that they would just kidnap children so my mom used to say 
tie this around you hand, no one will touch you. My friends were also 

wearing it. My mother, she love me and I love her. She used to say; ‘Ebrima be 
careful, you are one of my hopes and I believe in you, one day you will make 

me proud.’ So, she normally said that I should be very careful and keep 
praying. (Omar) 

 
[There was a rumor that] some students were captured and then they were 

sacrificed which I didn’t believe. Now I believe that it happened, I did not hear 
it in the TRRC, but I believe that it happened because if there is a case that he 
rape a girl, he can sacrifice his children. So many people are waiting, they are 

hoping that the TRRC will reveal that too. (Awa) 
 

By that time, it was a like before the election, this past election, they will be 
saying that children are being kidnapped. So, my mom normally advise me 
that I should be back, like I should be mindful of everything I’m doing, like 
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when I’m entering car, I should be mindful whatever I’m doing and I should 
reach home early. She normally tell me throughout whenever I’m going out 

she used to tell me that be mindful and stuff. She normally tells me every time 
I am going out. I never knew, but I heard someone, like two of this children 

were about to be kidnapped, it was a taxi driver, then after someone that knew 
them, ask them, do you know this taxi driver and they said no and then that 

man stop the taxi driver and the two children and now the children came 
down from that vehicle and then they were but they escaped from it. I used to 
hear that many children have been lost so no one knows where they are so I 

used to feel shocked. (Sulayman) 
 

Because of the many rumors and certain incidents that had 
occurred, people were afraid to leave their house after certain hours and 
children and youth were told not to go to certain places because they 
were not safe. 
 

During Jammeh’s time, late hours, if at all you are going out, your parents 
will say, stay back. It’s too late, the country is not safe. Whenever you want to 

go out, they will say be back, like programs at night, like you have Naming 
Ceremony. Naming Ceremony nowadays, before Maghrib, no one will be there 
because the country is not safe. You may stay long, some officers might think 
that you have something in your bag, having lot of things in your bag, they 

may arrest you and take your life. That’s the only thing why people normally, 
they don’t used to stay long outside, anytime they go out, before Maghrib, 
they go back to their homes. That’s the only thing we believe, but we don’t 

think that Yahya Jammeh was doing all this such in the country. They didn’t 
know why, maybe some people they know but for us we didn’t know why. 

(Bintou) 
 

Even up to now I cannot stay for more than… I close studies at nine and my 
dad will pick me and take me home. So many places like I’m not allowed to go 

alone. I used to feel angry because I was like, I’m no longer a kid but now I 
understand them. They just said it’s not safe. Like Kanilai, I can remember 

that when we had an excursion, to go around and see places, we’ll have to pass 
through Kanilai, so because of that reason my parents did not allow me to go 

because they said that it’s not safe. [There were] so many people that didn’t go 
but others went. (Awa) 

 
Like when I was growing up, there was rumors that this man like killing so 
like people now go to their houses earlier. Normally, people will not be like 



Aminata Ndow 

124 

lathering around in the streets or stuff so all about that because they were 
afraid. (Sulayman) 

 
That was the time that like parents have to stop their kids from going out 

because of such incidents. You would just like hear that someone was missing 
away, no one know where he went to, no one know his whereabouts. So you 

have to sit at home and it will be much more safe. We normally close the 
compound gate if there’s something which you know that like is inside the 

country and we are not allowed to go out, they will lock the compound gate, a 
padlock, so that like no kid will go out of the compound, everyone has to stay 
in. All food and all things that we need to eat will be provided and everyone 

will stay at home, no one will go out even though, like if you are to go for 
school, they will make sure that that you will not go to school and they will 

try to communicate to your teachers and tell them: ‘today my kid is not going 
to school because of one reason or another’. By then, you can just sit at your 
home like you hear at news or any other way like sometimes newspapers, you 
just hear like this individual has passed away or has been killed but we will 

never know the secrets behind his death. (Modou Lamin) 
 

As the stories above indicate, the atmosphere of fear did not 
escape the students and the violence and terror of Jammeh’s rule 
influenced the patterns of sociality in their everyday lives. This, 
however, was juxtaposed by a spontaneous and seemingly 
unconditional loyalty and admiration for Jammeh. In the interviews the 
students recalled memories of interacting with Jammeh. They talked 
about how they used to perceive him and how their view of him has 
changed since the TRRC.  
 
Love for Jammeh 
 

I was surprised because you know he was… Yahya Jammeh, he was… I 
always… Sometimes I used to fight with my other friends because they always 

talk about negative things about him though I don’t hear about what those 
people explain on the TRRC, and I always talk about, I tell them, no he you 

know, he’s a great man to me because he achieve a lot in the country and 
always talk about negative things about him why don’t you talk about positive 
things about him? So after, I realize all these things that he… Finally, after all 

I was so shock, I was so surprised of what happened you know. When I hear 
the TRRC and those people explaining what happened for the last 22 years, I 
felt so you know, felt so shocking and when I was in my primary school like 

the way I was always talking of our president. ‘Hey, he’s the greatest 
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president in the whole African countries you know’ and now I heard of these 
things, you know I was wondering all those days when I was talking about 

him now finally I heard that this is what he was doing and so I was surprised 
and I was wondering so. I feel so disappointed about him you know. I like him, 
he’s my president. I always tell people that he’s my president. I love him you 

know. He was a great man you know but after all I hear from what people says 
about him. It, you know, ends up being so… Because since my primary school, 
grade three, he was though in power, I was not that much. I was young so he 

always, when he have meeting around our area, our school, we used to go 
there and they always take us to represent our school for that meeting. When 

we go there, he is you know, like I like him and he always give us money. 
Yeah, he always gave our schools money to do like parties, school parties and 

others you know, always give us money and we enjoy and we always like 
when he, when he’s passing like, when he had a tour, when he went for a tour 

and he’s coming we always go to the road to greet him and other stuff. He 
always give us biscuits and other. He throw them and his officers used to give 
them to us. The president gave favors and since then I like him, you know, I 

thought he was a great man I always when I see eh Yahya Jammeh others 
talking about telling negative things about him I always say no he is a good 

person, he is working, he is bringing, he is developing our country you know. 
(Abdoulie) 

 
When I was a child, I did not know what happened. By that time, you were 
thinking that he was a good man, he normally help women, he says women 

have more rights in his country. Like he says no one should violate children’s 
right like especially students, he respected students more. Like for students, 

when Jammeh is coming, we normally come out on the highway to escort him, 
that was the only thing. We will be following him, running, we’ll be going… 

He normally give us something sometimes. He normally give us biscuits, 
drinks, apple, he normally give us some, different things, T-shirts, cards, … 
He will throw it. People will be fighting for it before you get it. Sometimes 

you’ll be running, you fell down, you’ll be having such an injury on your leg 
or hands. It was fun. So, we are terming him as a good person. He love 

students, he love female rather than male. The time I heard about it, I was 
surprised. I said the man who people were terming as a good person, on the 

whole he was doing all this such in our country. (Bintou) 
 

I used to think that he is very good because the way he control the country is 
nice and teachers are participating in national development of the country. I 
was surprised when I heard it because I can’t even believe it when people talk 

about it but I think that the TRRC do very good job for us. Many people 
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didn’t know what was happening, so this TRRC they talk about many past 
things so that people can know. It is good because people were saying 

something that they don’t know and now they come and know about it. At 
that time, in grade 7, I heard that many people were killed during president 

Jammeh’s this thing, but I don’t know about it and I don’t think that it’s true 
but according to TRRC, yes, I believe. My father is among the people of Yahya 
Jammeh. Yes, he loves Yahya Jammeh very much. That’s why, anything that 

they say…  One day, I was sitting with my sister who came from Senegal, she 
told me that I heard that your president killed a man, he was a soldier. I told 
her that our president can’t kill a citizen of this country. That was before the 

TRRC, after then I came and know what happened. Another day I heard that - 
I was passing at Latrikunda - I heard that Yahya Jammeh killed a man. I don’t 
know whether it’s Foni. Now when I go, I ask my parents, he was very angry 
because he don’t want to hear something bad about him. He does not feel the 

same now. My mother told me that if you hear people talking about bad 
things, don’t involve yourself there because you don’t witness it. That’s why I 

don’t used to talk many things about him. For my father, some of them he 
believe, but other things he did not. They just say that this is not true, but 
they watch it! Aha, but if the people say something that they don’t believe. 

They will say that it’s not true. (Fatoumatta) 
 

The way I watch the TRRC, it’s like a film to me because Yahya Jammeh was 
someone who think high of himself, I don’t think he’d be doing such. So, it 

really doubt me. It’s like a film to me because I don’t think something like that 
would not happen. I used to think he is a cool man, I think he is a good guy. 
He even sponsor some of us, he give us t-shirts. Sometimes we even went to 

the highway and welcome him when he travel so I thought he was a good guy 
but then the TRRC revealed him to us and now we term him as a bad guy. So, 

to us now he is bad. He betrayed us. I come to know that Yahya Jammeh, 
during his time, he was someone very wicked. I know that now. Before I was 

thinking that he was a cool guy, he was very nice, now I come to know that he 
was very wicked. He was a cruel man. The president was feeding us this 

certain cool side of him. So, we’re thinking that he was cool, and he was doing 
good. So, I think that all the election that he wins, is fair. (Omar) 

 
When I was in grade nine and I was told that Yahya Jammeh had raped a 

young girl but to me those where rumors and I did not believe that they were 
happening. They used to say that he killed one girl and then the other girl 

escaped but I did not know if those where… I did not believe them because to 
me those where not happening. I didn’t believe even that he will do such a 

thing because the way he speak out and the way he speak on behalf of children, 
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especially young girls… I used to admire him, because he goes around schools 
and then he will donate us and then he will speak and then he will fight for the 

rights – pretend – to fight for the rights of children, especially girls and 
women. On the whole all, it was fake. I used to think he was a good person but 

not now. So many people think that he was a good person but some also 
however, some also believed that he wasn’t a good person because I can 

remember, we used to argue, when I was in upper basic, we used to argue 
about it. (Awa) 

 
You know normally when I was in like primary school we once had an 
interhouse near the state house so one day, when we were having our 

interhouse, then he was going out, then we rushed to him and we start 
singing so then he brought biscuits for us, so you know as a kid you would 
only say that this man is a good man so by that time when I hear people say 

that this man is a bad man I will feel like no, I don’t believe that. I used to see 
him a lot, because by that time when I was young, when I was in primary 
school, they would tell that the president is going out so normally, he likes 
students. So, they would tell us that we should go out and we should like 

stand on the road, waiting for him to pass and stuff. He would be passing then 
like normally throwing biscuits and like greeting us and sometimes he will 

like organize party for students and tell us to meet at some places and then he 
would speak to us, telling us to sing the national anthem and then answer 

some question and we disperse. I only gone there once when I was in primary 
school, so we all meet at Bakau school so then we came there around Maghrib 

so he then like stood in front of us, talking to us, ask some educational 
questions and telling us if you answer he will give you money. I feel nervous 

standing in front of him, after hearing so many rumors about him. He threw a 
bottle in front of us, when we was going, so a small kid wanted to drink it 

then one of the teachers just slap him and told him that this is not, you should 
not drink this so then after all, this person put the bottle down. Normally they 
say that Yahya Jammeh will like to go to Juju’s and stuff so now all this water, 
no one might know where it is from so it will not be safe for someone, I think 

to drink it. You might have a problem. (Sulayman) 
 

By then, to me the president was such a guy that I know that I loved. I loved 
him by then - not now - because by then especially like the time that he 

introduced this free education right to the students, I feel so glad about him 
and like he was so much friendly to people, if you don’t know him inside but 
outside he like was so friendly up to the extent that he always give money to 

people, he always appreciate people, he always give support to people. Without 
knowing how the man is inside. It was just a big surprise to me, a surprise 
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because I never expect him to be a man that would behave in that manner it 
was such a big surprise to me. I felt betrayed, because at the time he was 

saying that he will not leave, everyone was thinking that he was on the right 
target so the time that he left the country, the things that the people were 

saying about him, to the extent that they built the TRRC, the testimonies were 
coming and like you have to be involved in those testimonies. It was just a 

surprise to the whole nation, especially like his political party. It was a 
surprise to me because Jammeh, no one will see him outside and just guess the 
kind of man that he is because he was so much famous that everybody love him 

in the country you see that like he was there for 22 years, people have been 
electing him, they have the trust in him. Number one, they love him and like 
they give him the support but like when they start realizing the things that 
like was behind, his actions, they just tried to take him out from the position 

and put someone there. (Modou Lamin) 
 

As these accounts demonstrate, Jammeh exhibited what Max 
Weber called charismatic authority. “A certain quality […] by virtue of 
which he is set apart from ordinary men and treated as endowed with 
supernatural, superhuman, or at least specifically exceptional powers or 
qualities” (Weber, 2012: 358-359). The stories the students told about 
how they related to and perceived Jammeh display how the personality 
cult around Jammeh was presented to children and youth in The 
Gambia and how they experienced it. In understanding the regime as it 
was lived by children and youth, it is important to take into account how 
love for Jammeh and fear for Jammeh were intimately interwoven and 
integral parts of the dictatorship. 
 
 
Mechanisms of Coping in Everyday Life 
 

“The problem with silence is that it can’t speak up and say why it’s silent. 
And so silence collects, becomes amplified, takes on a life outside our 

intentions, in that silence can get misread as indifference, or avoidance, or 
even shame, and eventually this silence passes over into forgetting.” 

Cathy Park Hong, Minor Feelings 
 
In this section I describe how people found ways of coping and 
withdrew their voice to protect it. A common thread was choosing to 
stay mute and to hide information from young people. This was done in 
order to shield them from the pain of knowing and in order to restrain 
themselves from having to talk about painful things. Another reason 
people held their tongue was to protect themselves and their family. 
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Everyday tasks of surviving - providing for the family, having a shelter, 
sending your children to school - were accomplished by keeping silent. 
As the anthropologist Nancy Scheper-Hughes describes in Death 
Without Weeping, “the everyday experience of violence” — in the context 
of authoritarian rule where there have been large numbers of enforced 
disappearances and extrajudicial killings — “extinguishes any incipient 
culture of protest” (1993: 152). For many families, the systematic way of 
coping was to not speak about issues, emotions, and opinions. Conflict 
and feelings of sorrow and anguish had to be avoided at all costs. In 
“Violence, Suffering, Amman: The Work of Oracles in Sri Lanka’s 
Eastern War Zone,” Patricia Lawrence writes that there are different 
kinds of silence with which people can live. On the one hard there are 
protective silences which may be understood as empowering and on the 
other hand there are silences which testify to “the muteness of 
intimidation, trauma, erasure, and loss" (2000: 178). 
 
My grandma used to say Jammeh is bad because you know, her father was one 
of Yahya Jammeh’s friends and I think he kill her father. Yeah, that’s what she 
said, Yahya Jammeh killed her father so… She don’t say more about it because 
when she try to explain she normally cry. So, I just don’t force her to explain 

it. It’s not easy. He killed a lot of our parents, our infants. Some of my friends, 
their uncles, their fathers they were tortured by Jammeh. Some of them, they 
used to feel sad about that, so you don’t have to reveal something that is hard 

for them. Because when their mind come across it, it will feel bad. It’s better to 
keep it inside. My uncle Ebrima Njie, he was also a victim, because he was 

captured in jail for three years. I don’t know but I heard it’s Yahya who 
captured him. My grandma don’t tell me what he was in jail for. We don’t 

talk about it at home. When you’re talking about it with the elders, they don’t 
want you to know more about it because if you know more, your heart will 

become very hard. You won’t have mercy for anything because what they were 
doing that time was very bad, so they used to stop, they don’t used to go more 

about it but like my fellow students we used to chat more about it yeah 
(Omar). 

 
I don’t think the elders will say too much because if they say it, I can go and 
tell it to my friends and they may ask who tell you this thing and I can tell 

them it’s my parents, who told me so then there will come a problem (Omar). 
 

So many things are hidden from us [younger people], we are never told about. 
So many things that were happening in the past, I believe that they knew 
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about it, but they don’t tell us. Maybe they want to protect us, but they don’t 
tell us about them (Awa). 

 
As a youth, they will hide most of the important things from us, telling us 
that like you are a small kid so you should not hear from things that your 
elders are talking about. Like elders they will tell us that we should go and 

play, like we are talking so you should not hear some words that we are 
talking about. I would have wanted to know something about it. Like when 

they’re talking, they won’t allow us to sit with them so you will be like 
surprised. Now, I’ll be thinking like oh this was the reason why they were 
sending me away because of all these things so I never knew (Sulayman). 

 
Another common coping mechanism was denial. When hearing 

about the state-sponsored disappearances, tortures and executions, the 
response for a lot of Gambians was to refuse to belief the extent of the 
authorities committed or to refuse to belief certain people were 
involved. According to Marcelo Suárez-Orozco (1992: 219), who studied 
the psychocultural responses to state terrorism in Argentina, the model 
coping response to a state of “terror as usual” was to know what not to 
know. This sentiment was captured in the following stories: 
 

Like the service personnel, the soldiers, so many things were hidden about 
them. They have been killing so many people, sometimes you sit with a killer, 
you never know. Because some people, the time that they appear at the TRRC, 

if they would voice out that they did this, so many people won’t believe and 
they won’t believe that is who did that action. So, it was just terrible and 

unbelievable because it was so difficult to believe and see other guys and tell 
them that you have done this action even though like in the previous years if 

you should tell them such an action, they would say no but because of the 
TRRC, so many people have testified against what they did and the crimes 

that they have offended. (Modou Lamin) 
 

You know, Jatta, Jatta he was the Junglers. He say he was the one who used to 
capture people and give them drugs so he also used to come and some of them 
said it was not him. Because, you know, it shocks us a lot because we didn’t 
even know about it so we don’t think that he will do such because he was a 

cool guy. We don’t think that he would have the aim to do so. So, we said no, 
it’s not true. I believed that they were doing good because I understood that 
when we sleep, and we wake up it was all about the soldiers who were at the 

barracks because we never have violence. (Omar) 
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Sometimes, some people will be shocked like hearing that their friend or their 
relative has ever done this before and they have never told them about it, you 

were keeping quiet and stuff yeah, it’s very hard for someone to believe. 
(Sulayman) 

 
If you start saying, Jammeh this, Jammeh that, the Jolas they will see 

themselves, it will bring some conversations so I will desire to stop that thing 
before it will bring problems among us. Some people don’t believe the 

testimonies like some people they will say that it’s not true. They are just 
spoiling Jammeh’s name and they will not believe it. When you are talking 

about it, they will say, stop this. Stop this tribalism, as a Gambian, you should 
not be a tribalist person, so I was just trying to tell them, this is not about 

tribalism. This is a reality and then they show it on tv. (Bintou) 
 

You know nowadays people talk many things on the street and people talk 
things when they are in the compound. Sometimes, I used to go to my friend’s 

house, like Jola people, they used to talk things. They will say that like so 
many people testified that Yahya Jammeh is doing something, something like 

bad things but the Jola ones don’t believe that is true because they are 
supporting him. Yeah, they do complain! One day, I heard [them say] that 

they used to pay them to come and sit and testify but I don’t think so that is 
true! Ah an old man to come and sit on the TV, I don’t think that is true.  I 

keep quiet because they don’t involve me in that chatting. (Fatoumatta) 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
 

Imagining the future 
 
 
 
  

Introduction 
 
This chapter discusses the third theme, ‘Imagining the future.’ It 
explores how youth construct expectations about the future based on 
their reception of the past and their experience of the present (Ricoeur, 
1994). Two themes have been discussed in Chapters Six and Seven. 
Chapter Six, considered the role that intersubjectivity, collectivism the 
ethics of burial and remembrance play in how youth receive the TRRC 
testimonies. The following chapter examined how the knowledge about 
the past the participants receive from the TRRC testimonies relates back 
to their own lived experiences growing up during the dictatorship. In 
this chapter, the question “How does the past and present function as 
an orientative function for the future?“ is addressed, as the quest 
continues to discover what it means for youth in The Gambia to learn 
about what happened in the past through the testimonies told at the 
TRRC hearings? 
 
 
Community Healing 
 
 

“Truth and Reconciliation is turning toward the good, the hopeful; it 
is owning our past to transform our future and restore our human 
dignity […] After twenty-two years of dictatorship, Gambians 
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should remember that out of suffering, healing is possible. Out of 
darkness, light shines brighter, and without sounding too much 
about it, Gambian people cannot have one without the other. 
Gambians can reconcile and rebuild our great country with this ethos 
and empathy. This is an opportunity to dig deeper into our 
imaginations and collective intelligence for solutions, to make great 
art, to forge stronger human connections, to plant deeper community 
roots, to try to listen to each other and reconcile our differences. The 
ball is in our court. The Gambia can choose to embrace life and 
peaceful co-existence through national dialogue, reconciliation and 
healing […] [The] TRRC will be a tremendous opportunity to accept 
the darkness of our collective history and to proceed, without delay, 
with reconciliation and rebuilding our relationships as one Gambian 
peoples.“ 
Alagi Yorro Jallow (2019) 

 
 
After 22 years of dictatorial rule in The Gambia, a national wound was 
left exposed. As the stories from the students demonstrate, many of 
them have memories of a climate of fear in everyday life and a culture 
of silence during Jammeh’s presidency. The TRRC was establishes as an 
effort to “provide a public space in which the terror unleashed” during 
Jammeh’s regime may be articulated and publicly heard (Das & 
Kleinman, 2001: 12). Furthermore, the Commission is informed by 
conceptions and assumptions about truth, reconciliation and 
forgiveness as a means to community healing. As stated on the TRRC 
website, part of the mandate is: 
 

“[To] pursue the promotion of healing and reconciliation by 
engaging in programs and activities that shall encourage self-
healing, forgiveness as well as community and national 
dialogue and peace-building. Through its reconciliation Unit 
and reconciliation committee, the TRRC has identified different 
levels to the reconciliation process. Firstly, a need to help 
victims deal with their personal self-healing after their ordeals 
is deemed necessary. Secondly, the TRRC will facilitate 
individual reconciliation for victims and perpetrators where 
perpetrators have admitted to having committed human right 
abuses and are willing and ready to apologies to victims (who 
have also accepted this request from the perpetrator). 
Reconciliation will also focus on peacebuilding within 
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communities that are divided over certain issues in order to 
reintegrate everyone in the community and help sow the seed 
of unity, mutual respect, tolerance and love. Finally, the 
ultimate of the reconciliation process is to promote national 
healing and reconciliation. Having both victims and 
perpetrators living alongside each other will invariably cause 
tensions and the TRRC thus aims to encourage Gambians to 
focus on our commonalities going forward and cast aside 
differences that will create tension and animosity. The TRRC 
will promote interest in the “common good” above ethnic and 
other affiliations so that we may all live in unity freedom and 
peace each day.” 

 
In a national survey by Afrobarometer, a pan-African, non-

partisan research network that conducts public attitude surveys on 
democracy, governance, economic conditions, and related issues in 
Africa, 1,200 adult Gambians were interviewed in July and August 2018. 
The survey asked Gambians what they consider the two most important 
outcomes they expect from the TRRC’s work. “The most frequently cited 
expected results from the TRRC’s work are national peace, 
reconciliation, forgiveness, and healing (34%); accurate records of 
human-rights abuses of the past regime (30%); and prosecution and 
punishment of persons found guilty of crimes against humanity (28%). 
Fewer respondents focus on specific remedies and reparations for 
victims, although taken together these make up the largest proportion 
of responses, including supporting victims and their families to 
overcome long-held pain (16%), returning seized property (12%), 
offering monetary compensation (8%), offering non-monetary 
compensation such as free education and medical care (5%), and 
offering proper burial for victims (2%)” (Jaw, 2018: 3).  
 

According to Gyekye, communal values “such as generosity, 
compassion, reciprocity, mutual sympathy, cooperation, solidarity, and 
social well-being continue to shape the moral practices of Africans and 
are generally held to be of more importance than the value of individual 
rights” (Bell, 2002: 64). The truth-telling practices of the Commission are 
a way for Gambians to carve out a public space to give voice to or to 
narrate what happened in the past. Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri 
commented about this importance of the concept of ‘truth’ stating that: 
“In the context of state terror and mystification, clinging to the primacy 
of the concept of truth can be a powerful and necessary form of 
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resistance. Establishing and making public the truth of the recent past—
attributing responsibility to state officials for specific acts and in some 
cases exacting retribution—appears here as ineluctable precondition for 
any democratic future.” (Hardt & Negri, 2000: 155). This view was 
articulated by Abdoulie accordingly:  

 
But you see the TRRC there were the truth comes out. So seeing that is like, 
the TRRC is like, it’s a whole lot of things, it brings lot of things even it’s 
bigger than our imagination you see so I can, that’s why when the TRRC 

comes, we were like saying yes because the truth is a healing justice. Truth is 
a healing justice. I also support the TRRC because it brings out reconciliation 

and at least they help people who were like the victims and some of those 
victims were suffering since those 22 years to date. They are still suffering so 
the TRRC members, help them. Like some of them like for treatments, like to 
treat those others who were injured and who were in very serious conditions. 

So, they are helping us, they are helping them a lot a lot. So, we are very 
happy with them and we just go on Alhamdulillah. (Abdoulie) 

 
The importance of reconciliation was also captured by Modou 

Lamin. During the interview, he showed me a video that he had 
recorded with his phone of the reconciliation of Edward Singhateh and 
Sanna Sabally, two former members of the military junta who had 
accused each other of crimes before the Commission. Both of them have 
also been heavily implicated in various crimes committed during the 
early days of the Jammeh regime. Modou Lamin was eager to show me 
the video and displayed it without having been asked about it 
beforehand.  
 

I’m even having some video that I’m looking for; these is face video what are 
the reconciliation of Edward Singhateh and Sanna, it’s where I took the video 
from. I was sitting right here and just doing direct. Wow, this video! It was so 

quite interesting that these people they have been away for 22 good years. 
Because of this TRRC, they were able to come together, as family, as brothers, 

as one again. Without the TRRC, this wouldn’t be possible. For these two 
guys to come together to see each other, the face that they used to see before 

and to come together. Sanna Sabally has been going through so many pains in 
the hands of Edward Singhateh but even though they have to come together 

because of the TRRC, they come to establish peace and forget and forgive each 
other. This video it was a good example to the nation and to each and every 
citizens of the country because they have set a good example. Though they 

were so many things that Sanna has to go through, but he has forget all those 
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things, call Edward Singhateh, for them to be together as family, as brothers, 
as the way they used to be. I feel so happy at that moment because they set a 
good example to the nation. They set a good example to we, the kids of the 

country. Because at this moment there are so many things that have 
happened. If each and every one of us, like who has gone through one problem 

or the other during the second regime. If like, they should come together as 
these people, the country will be peaceful, and everything will be smooth. 
There will be no problem as these two guys set a good example. (Modou 

Lamin) 
 

This religiously and culturally inspired belief in forgiveness 
was also expressed by Omar: 
 

Sometimes I talk about it with my grandma. I used to say that when 
something bad happens, when they reveal something serious, I even say that 
Grandma, this is what was happening during your time. You know it’s hard, 
so we all have to forgive each other and live a better life. Because it’s not easy. 
As a black we have to forgive each other because you know if someone hurts 
you and you want to pay back it becomes more worse than it is. You have to 

forgive no matter what. (Omar) 
 

However, besides truth, reconciliation, forgiveness and justice 
there are other priorities that need to be addressed for the country to be 
able to ‘heal.’ These include socio-economic issues and development 
challenges the country is facing as a result of Jammeh’s regime. In the 
National Development Plan (2018-2021) Barrow stated that his 
government “inherited an extremely challenging legacy manifested in a 
broken economy, gross abuse and plunder of our meager state 
resources, social regression, poor and dilapidated infrastructure, and 
wide-ranging societal challenges, among the most urgent of which is the 
frustrations and lack of opportunities for our young people” (National 
Development Plan, 2017: 3). In Mark Kersten’s (2020) analysis of The 
Gambia’s transitional justice process and the ongoing issues and 
challenges facing The Gambia, he depicts the current situation in The 
Gambia as such: 

 
“The country post-Jammeh has experienced an energy crisis, 
with energy provisions and black-out levels at times worse than 
they were under Jammeh. The country also struggles with 
significant levels of general and youth unemployment and high 
levels of poverty, particularly in rural areas. For this reason, 



Knowing What I Know Now 

137 

during the Jammeh era, many Gambians migrated. According 
to the International Organization for Migration, despite the 
country’s relatively small population of 2 million people, “the 
pursuit for socioeconomic advancement—especially among the 
youth—has driven many to undertake irregular migration with 
the aim of reaching Europe. Over 8498 Gambians arrived in 
Europe in 2017.” Although thousands have now voluntarily 
returned, and the government has sought to provide them with 
reintegration assistance, many Gambians continue to migrate, 
perhaps illustrative of a lack of trust that new socioeconomic 
opportunities will arise as a consequence of the new 
government coming to power” (Kersten, 2020: 162-163). 

 
These challenges are important in the context of post-

authoritarian development and transitional justice. The importance of 
addressing them was aptly expressed in Fatoumatta’s statement. 
 

To ask us youths too is more important because we need to tell people about 
our hardships, something that we need in this country yeah so that they can, if 
they can provide us with that. [T]he youths are suffering from school fees and 
other stuffs. Yes, so that they can reduce it. People in Gambia are suffering. 
People like me, we are poor.  In terms of school fees if they announce maybe 

one week, the following week they send us out and then you have to pay before 
you enter. Before I was being sponsored by the owner of the school. If they 

come, they announce it in this week, when I go, I inform my parents, but they 
are not that much strong to pay it for me. And this light issue, water, for us in 
our site, if water go from at around 9, it will come around 6 again and people 
do need water for other issues. Yes, so we will sit and wait for it. I don’t think 

anything because something like this ah I don’t have any solution for it. I 
think that they should provide enough employment for our brothers and 

sisters. (Fatoumatta) 
 

Her statement makes evident the importance of everyday 
prerogatives that are of concern to youth in The Gambia and how 
transitional justice concerns must compete against these needs and 
prerogatives. In a questionnaire on transitional justice, administered by 
the Ministry of Justice, in collaboration with UNICEF, the Victims’ 
Center, the National Youth Council, the Child Protection Alliance and 
other stakeholders, 25% of the students (194 filled in the questionnaire) 
wrote financial issues as answer to the question “What do you find 
difficult in your life?.” Another 25 % wrote the need for education 
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materials and 20 % wrote down employment opportunities. As Mark 
Kersten commented: “[P]roponent of transitional justice should not 
assume that Gambians are more interested in hearing the testimony of 
past wrongdoings than being able to preserve and refrigerate their food, 
power their homes, or find meaningful employment” (2020: 163-164).  

 
This economic hardship and lack of opportunities has driven 

many young people in The Gambia to leave the country taking the so-
called “back way”. “Death has become the solution to poverty” as Kemo 
Fatty, a Gambian youth activist explains. Young people would rather 
risk their lives than to stay behind facing the shame of not being able to 
feed their family (Voskoboynik, 2016). The following poem by 
Momodou Sallah eloquently captures this predicament young people 
find themselves in (Saidykhan, 2014). 
 

I must go to Barca or Berserk 
I must go 

I must fly away 
From this jail 

And look for bail 
I drink the Atlantic 
And eat the Sahara 
I swim with sharks 

To escape the economic barks 
I must go to Barca or Berserk 

 
 
The Pastness of the Past: Now It's Democracy 
 
 
It’s like finally we are done with that problem we were facing from that past, 

that man. (Abdoulie) 
 
While the past is being revived through the TRRC, the young people I 
interviewed, regarded this past as something over and done with. The 
transition from authoritarian rule to a democratic government, is 
perceived as a radical opposition between the ‘Old’ and the ‘New’ 
Gambia, in which the New Gambia is construed as being distinctive 
from the Old Gambia. In the interviews, the students articulated an 
experience of ‘pastness’ regarding the past. In Berber Bevernage’s 
analysis of divergent ways of experiencing the past, he remarks that in 
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this experience of ‘pastness,’ the past is viewed as ‘having-been’ and 
irreversible (Bevernage, 2013: 4). Through the workings of the TRRC the 
violent past is brought up in the present in order to be banished from 
that present. Dictatorship is over and done. “Now, it’s democracy.”  
 

With the transition to democracy and the change of leadership 
came the promise of freedom of expression, which includes the right to 
hold and express other opinions or beliefs, as well as the right to 
assembly, demonstration and petition. Saikou Jammeh of the Gambian 
Press Union notes that:  
 

“there has been a kind of a media boom after the dictatorship. 
We now have about four television stations, compared to only 
one. Radio stations now review newspapers in English and in 
local languages. The print media journalists are bold, and online 
media presence is huge. There is pluralism and diversity and 
the people are taking advantage of a multiplicity of platforms, 
including through voiceover internet protocols – to express 
views and opinions” (Masters, 2019).   

 
The feeling that now people can express themselves was 

brought up by the students repeatedly. They would contrast this to the 
way things were before, when freedom of expression was seriously 
limited. They spoke about how people now felt free and safe to share 
information with others and to exchange ideas. 

Traditionally exchanging ideas in The Gambia happens in a 
public space where people gather in the evening under the shadow of a 
large tree or around another well-known landmark or community 
meeting place. The bantaba, as it is called in Mandinka, is where 
community life is discussed, and communal issues are addressed. 
Topics of conversation are various and can include both gossip, 
discussions about international affairs and philosophy. Those who have 
the chance to read the newspaper or listen to the news narrate to the 
others what they learnt (Bellagamba, 2006: 106). Bellagamba points out 
how the bantaba plays a significant role in the production and 
transmission of historical knowledge. Stating that “they are places for 
spontaneous activities of history-making, where historical rumors are 
produced and reproduced” (2006: 107). In the interviews the students 
expressed this renewed sense of freedom people felt to express 
themselves and the importance of sharing the knowledge they obtained 
when listening to the testimonies. At times they would even take up the 
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role as translator for their parents, to make sure that they too were 
informed about what was revealed. 

 
Many people they normally talk about it as far they say the country is a 

democratic country, whatever you feel, you have the right to express your 
feelings outside. In school when we are discussing about it, you know all of us 
will not be the same. Some people will say that it’s true, some people will say 
that… We’ll be having some push and pull. When I go outside, I normally 
chat with people about the TRRC. They give me their ideas, I give them, we 
share ideas, like the people who cannot… You know it’s not every time they 

normally speak the local language, most of the time they usually speak English 
on the TRRC. Some of our parents cannot speak English but sometimes if I 

listen to the TRRC, I normally translate it to them, tell them what was 
happening and what they did to other people, you know. I always talk about it 

with my friends and families, like how it happened like we always explain 
that, how it goes on and how we are surprised, how he… you know. How 

those problems were happening in our country. So, we always talk about it we 
always talk about it. (Bintou) 

 
Now, it’s democracy, you will talk, and you’ll tell this or that. To chat about 

something that you feel like is bad in this country. Like, if they want to 
demonstrate like last week or last year, they will go and demonstrate. You 

know nowadays people talk many things on the street and people talk things 
when they are in the compound. At that time we were not even mad to stand 
and talk about things that were hard but now you will stand and talk like this 
TRRC, at that time I don’t think that Yahya Jammeh will try to make a show 
like TRRC for people to talk things, like bad things in his country, he will not 
allow that. Now people feel free to talk […] You know my parents don’t learn 

about English; they came from Senegal. So, if they, you know some people they 
used to speak something that they don’t know, I used to explain to them 
because for them too, to know I think that is more better. (Fatoumatta) 

 
I always talk about it with my friends and families, like how it happened like 
we always explain that, how it goes on and how we are surprised, how he… 

you know. How those problems were happening in our country. So, we always 
talk about it we always talk about it. (Abdoulie) 

 
[N]ow people are free, they are allowed to like share their experience like on the 

tv, radio stations and stuff so everyone is hearing from them, so people are 
now sharing like ideas. Because now, talking about democracy, so now 

everyone is free to do whatever he or she likes so they are demonstrating, 
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compared to like the past 22 years, no one has the main concept to go out and 
demonstrate if you like, by that time if you are caught, that’s the end of your 

life or something. (Sulayman) 
 

Before there was a dictatorship ruled by Yahya Jammeh. What he said that’s 
what will happen. What he has said it would not happen. But now we are 
having democracy. Just few weeks back they were striking about the Three 

Years Jotna and the new government yeah so anything that you feel bad about 
you can even go out and demonstrate. Anything, only they give you permit, 

anything will happen. (Omar) 
 

After watching it we normally sit down because not all of us have the time to 
watch so we just sit down and briefly explain what we heard on the television. 

In school, others might watch it while others might not watch it so during 
break we just sit down and discuss about it sometimes. They will talk about 

what they heard when the witness was testifying. What they heard and 
explain what was there because not everyone watches it. So, when they 

explain, others also benefit. Those who didn’t watch it, they will come and 
listen, and everyone explain it. Before we were under dictatorship but now 
democracy. I think it’s better. Now is better than before. Now things have 

changed because people say everything that is in them and nothing happens to 
you but before you can’t say anything. (Mariama) 

 
If there happens to be a hearing that people have been waiting for, you’ll be 
hearing in the vehicle, people will be talking about it in classrooms and at 

home, people will be talking about it. Now, anything that happens, people are 
not afraid to speak up. I think it’s getting better now than before. (Awa) 

 
As a citizen I feel free, you have to feel free. At this moment, if you see that 

people are now going out protesting about issues that they want to bring up, 
they just go and do that. Now the place is free from the way it used to be 

before. People are free to protest on the things that they want to protest on. It 
is very important because like now people can show their anger and show their 

emotion and make the general public know how they felt about it. (Modou 
Lamin) 

 
Through witnessing testimonies of past human rights 

violations, communities of remembrance are being created, where 
knowledge about the past is shared and expressing emotions is 
stimulated and nurtured. As Simon and Eppert have stated, “fulfilling 
the obligations of witnessing” means attending to “the requirements of 
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just recollection and the work of transforming the future. These tasks 
cannot be accomplished alone but define the dialogic grounds for a 
community which remembers” (1997: 189). 
 
 
 ‘Never Again’: Learning from the Past, Shaping the Future 
 
 

Never again will we watch while the evil rise. 
They can’t be anything we don’t make them, 

They can’t have anything we don’t give them, 
so we will make just and honest men out of our leaders. 

They will be humble, accountable. 
They will be transparent, accountable to us. 

We will alter their dna if we have to 
but they will learn to love and care 

for their countrymen. 
They will feel and understand the pain 

of the ordinary citizen 
and then they will serve selflessly 

and they will do so reintegrating peace. 
Piece by piece, we will piece together 

every section of this nation. 
So we will forgive but we will not forget. 

We will never be victims again. 
We will never be silenced again. 

We will never be used or abused again. 
Our rights will never be violated again. 

One man will never wield so much power ever again. 
For if the nation is the people and the people are the nation 

And we are the people. 
Then like democracy dictates, 

the power to rule must be ours to give. 
This is our generation. We will lead it. 

This is our nation. We will run it. 
This is our right. We will have it. 

This is our future and we will take it. 
So kill the king and save the kingdom. 

Cherno Gaye, Kill the King and Save the Kingdom 
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During the commencement of the public hearings on 7 January 2019, 
Lamin Sise, the chairperson of the commission, quoted the Spanish-
American philosopher George Santayana who famously said: “Those 
who do not remember the past, are condemned to repeat it.” In his 
statement he further announced that all Gambians need to know the 
truth about what happened in the past, in order to learn lessons from it, 
move forward and “assure that no government can impose dictatorship 
on the Gambian people again. Never again.” Central to his statement is 
the conviction that remembering is an ethical duty for all citizens and 
that memory can help prevent human rights violations in the future. 
This future-oriented objective of ’Never Again’ utilizes past memories 
of state-sponsored violence to create a better future. Narrating and 
remembering the past are employed to ensure that the atrocities that 
happened won’t be repeated (Clift, 2013: 3). By acknowledging the past 
and revealing what happened, Gambians are encouraged to learn from 
it and to avoid reproducing certain characteristic that led to the 
dictatorship.  
 
 It was clear in the interviews that the students had a positive 
appraisal of the work of the TRRC and were convinced that “it won’t 
happen again” because people are now aware and will make sure it 
won’t happen again. For them, knowing about the past and taking 
lessons from what happened in the past, is important because it helps 
them to know what to do in the present, to proceed in the future and to 
be able to protect themselves. “When you don’t know what happened. 
You never know what to do” as Modou Lamin remarked.  
 

The TRRC, they are good for the country. They are good. Because of them, 
that’s why we know all these thing was happening. But if at all it was not 

them, you know, it’s just like you live in a room which does not have 
electricity. You’ll be going in, going out, you will not know who is going in, 

going out. Because the TRRC they are just like electricity for us. What is 
going on in our country, they will try and find out and testify the problem, 

which is good. It’s not every time I normally watch the TRRC but most of the 
time I normally watch, if I have time, I normally watch it. It’s important for 

me to watch it because as a citizen, you should know what it going on in your 
country, the rights and the responsibilities you should have. Like as a citizen 
you should not sit and say that like I’m not part of it, my family member is 
not part of it, so I will not watch it. As a citizen, you should know what is 

going on in your country and then you should know the steps you should use 
and the things you should do about it […] Like it brought awareness now that 
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you know, we will all keep it in mind that what happened, it never happens 
again like never again. Like for me, you know, I’m underage, the only thing 
that I should do is to watch and know the things that were going on in the 

country. You know, it’s not just to know, it’s not just to say that I’m not part 
of it, you should learn from it. I don’t think that it might happen again. But 
students… maybe it may happen again. During Jammeh’s time we are not 
thinking that may happen. After Jammeh’s regime, that’s the time we know 

that this thing was happening. No one know. But we are not praying for that 
to happen again. The future is going to be better. That’s what we are planning 

and what we are praying for. (Bintou) 
 

Now I feel better, I know a lot now and it explains a lot. It explains a lot now 
and I would like to know more about it. It increases my level of education. It 

makes me know more about what was in the past. I just keep on moving, 
because it’s just something past. I know it won’t happen again, I’m sure of 

that. Because it teaches a lot so now, we have to be careful especially the young 
soldiers. They have to be very careful now, they have to be very careful because 

during Jammeh’s time the way he was treating them, it was very bad. It 
normally sends them to torture peoples, kill peoples. It’s very bad like he used 
to say the way and you comply. Dictatorship will never come in the Gambia 
again, because now we all know what is right, good or bad. It won’t happen 

again. I don’t think so, maybe later but I don’t think now. I don’t think it will 
happen again in my life, maybe other counties… Gambia, now we all know 

that it’s changed. (Omar) 
 

I think that the TRRC do very good job for us. It’s important because, in the 
future we will be the elders in the country, so we need to watch TRRC for the 

better explanation. I don’t think this things can happen again because now 
people do talk things what they see or saw. (Fatoumatta) 

 
I don’t expect it will repeat in Gambia again. I don’t think so. It helps us to 
know because during the Jammeh regime there were many hiding secrets. 

Now, when listening to the TRRC, everything is revealed. You know 
everything. Just when I start watching the TRRC, I know what was going on 
in the country. Yeah, it’s because of the TRRC that I know that we were under 

a dictatorship. But now thank God for democracy stays. The way things are 
going I think the future will be better than the past. (Mariama) 

 
I always want to watch the TRRC because it teaches me a lot and it teaches 

my family, you know, and it makes me so aware of what was going on. 
Though I was so young for all those 22 years but now as they explain more 
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about how he was here in the country, I know more about the past 22 years. 
(Abdoulie) 

 
I have hope because there are people outside who are fighting for our rights 

who do not want us to be violated so I feel safe now. If it happens too there are 
people who will fight for us again because now, we have more knowledge and 
then we have more people that will support us. If you know what happened, 

then you’ll be able to protect yourself in the future. Because, like for those who 
were killing, like me, I hate the military, so I will not put myself into that and 
then I know that people in like the TRRC, they will speak about it so. I think 

the TRRC has brought, how do I say, has made people aware of so many 
things that we did not know before. It will help them to protect themselves in 
the future and it will help them also to know their rights so that they will not 
be violated again because if things like that happen or is likely to happen than 

we’ll have the courage to speak up. The future depends on the current 
generation; we should learn from what has happened and what is going on 

and then we make a better future for the Gambia. I feel that things are going to 
get better. (Awa) 

 
I have one of my aunties, there are so many things, if I reveal it to her she 

normally told me that why not let them stop this TRRC because the way that 
they are going, it will reveal so many things in the country which will lead to 
violence. I used to personally tell her that no, this process has to go on because 
so many things that were hiding has to be known now so that people will learn 
from their mistakes and like avoid such kind of leader in the country. At this 
moment it is just very difficult for one to tell how the future might be. It will 
be better like if I should have hear all this things when I was so young, then 

like I would know how to like built up my future and make life possible, even 
though like there were so many things that were hard at that moment. At this 
moment, it is just difficult for one to say actually what might come because so 
many things that you know that has to be put in place for people to know what 
they have to be or what they have to work on to, has been cleared out and for 
those things to come again, it will be so much difficult to the extent of that 

people will never know where to start from and where to end. At this moment 
nothing is clear at the moment. Everything is in darkness. (Modou Lamin) 

 
I feel like the future will be like maybe there will be much more changes like 
compared to the past maybe it might not be like, it might change, if at all it 
will not change but it will be like different from the past. It won’t happen 
again […] We won’t have another president like him again. Without the 

TRRC, the victims will never come out and share about their feelings, like 



Aminata Ndow 

146 

their thoughts and what they’ve gone through. So, because of the TRRC 
everyone is now aware, whether a citizen or not, like Gambian or not. So, they 
might help us, they might favor us or something. The thing is like, it’s given 
me information about things that I did not know about so it impact a lot of 
me, inside me like I was not aware of lot of things so. I feel like I should be 

more cognizant of what is happening, like I should focus on the TRRC more. 
Like yeah maybe it will give me a lot more information. It is very important to 
know about the past. Knowing your history is like something exciting. If you 

know your history, you can help yourself to proceed on your future. So, 
knowing your history is like somehow very good for a person. (Sulayman) 

 
Listening to the TRRC testimonies teaches young people in The 

Gambia about the human rights violations that occurred during 
Jammeh’s regime and helps to foster discussions on issues of justice, 
democracy, leadership, and their role as Gambian citizens and future 
leaders. Gambian youth are encouraged to think about the different 
challenges facing their country as they come to terms with and work 
through the past. In the interviews, the students expressed feeling 
motivated to explore their own roles in shaping Gambian society and to 
consider how they can be agents of social change. As Bintou said: “The 
TRRC they are just like electricity for us.” Electricity here being a 
synecdoche for light and light being a metaphor for knowledge as 
distinct from the darkness of not knowing. This light of knowledge, or 
the light that knowledge lends to things is meant to show the way and 
provide guidance. However, even though the TRRC has shone light on 
a lot of past happenings, some students still feel some uncertainty 
towards the future. As Modou Lamin, professed: “At this moment 
nothing is clear at the moment. Everything is in darkness.” Whether the 
knowledge gained by watching the TRRC is sufficient as a lamp to guide 
Gambian youth into the darkness of the future thus remains to be seen. 
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CHAPTER NINE 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 
In this final chapter, the findings from the previous three chapters are 
brought together with the research question and research objectives. It 
discusses the implications of the findings and its contributions. 
Limitations are identified and suggestions are made for future research. 
 
 
Overview of the research process 
 
The objectives of this interpretive study were to deepen and broaden the 
understanding of youth’s experiences of transitional justice and 
dictatorship. To contribute data on Gambian youth’s memories of 
Jammeh’s presidency and their experiences and perceptions of the 
TRRC, and to offer a guide for how to conduct phenomenological 
hermeneutic research into how people in societies in transition relate to 
their past. At the outset it was established that there is a need for 
research into how publics receive, perceive and experience transitional 
justice processes, in particular when it comes to youth. In addition, little 
research has concentrated on how youth experience authoritarian rule. 
There has also been a lack of empirical research into the complex 
interface between youth’s admiration and fearfulness of their 
authoritarian leader, specifically in Sub-Sahara Africa, and a lack of 
empirical research into historical consciousness (the interaction between 
making sense of the past and constructing expectations for the future) 
in The Gambia. This research addresses these gaps through a 
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hermeneutic phenomenological study; it analyses the experiences of 
eight Gambian youth growing up during the dictatorship and currently 
listening to and/or watching the TRRC testimonies, who provided an 
in-depth conversational account of their experiences. This study hopes 
to confirm the value of using a hermeneutic phenomenological 
approach to reveal the complexity and richness of the lives of young 
people and to provide a deeper understanding of how youth receive and 
experience the transitional justice process. 
 
 
Research objectives 
 
This study aimed to discover what it means for youth in The Gambia to 
learn about what happened in the past through the testimonies told at 
the TRRC hearings. It sought to examine, using a hermeneutic 
phenomenological approach, how young people acknowledge, make 
sense of and come to terms with revelations about the past and construct 
expectations for the future. The following research questions were 
formulated: How do Gambian youth who are the recipients of the 
accounts of witnesses, who bear witness to previously unarticulated, 
unknown and unspeakable histories, come to terms with what they 
hear? How is the private sphere of individual experiences related to the 
public sphere of transpersonal values and dominant ideologies? And, in 
particular, how do narratives of trauma and suffering circulate in the 
public domain and how does the TRRC transform private meanings into 
public meanings as well as turning public meanings into private 
meanings? Data were then collected from eight open interviews, the 
procedure guided by van Manen (1990) and then the data was analyzed. 
The three themes, which emerged ‘Feeling Pain in the Body of Another,’ 
‘Between Knowing and Not Knowing’ and ‘Imaging the Future’ were 
then interpreted in a hermeneutic phenomenological way. 
 
 
Contributions of this study 
 
This research project addresses a need for research which pays attention 
to youth’s experiences of authoritarian rule and truth commissions as a 
focal point into how societies in transition come to terms with their past. 
It argues that the research gap in the study of youth in the context of 
transitional justice — in Africa specifically — reinforces the silencing 
which young people are continuously subjected to and discounts their 
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role as agents of societal transformation (Diouf, 2003 & Honwana, 2012). 
It seeks to center the economic, social and emotional challenges youth 
face in their everyday lives and to explore how broader social, political 
and economic processes shape the young.  
 

The results of this study indicate that the intersubjective 
experience of suffering, the relationship with the other and ethics of 
remembrance influenced the way youth receive the TRRC testimonies. 
It demonstrates how private experiences of suffering are collectively 
experienced and how publicly articulated experiences of suffering 
become privately experienced, acknowledged and recognized. For the 
students in this study, the past entered the present as vicarious 
traumatic knowledge and rememory as opposed to personal traumatic 
memory. They perceive the TRRC as a mechanism through which the 
past is revealed and understand watching the testimonies as a way to 
learn about the past to “work through” it. By watching the TRRC 
testimonies they expand their knowledge of what happened in the past. 
The tacit knowledge that the participants had about the past violence 
and terror became apparent when they started to recall circulating 
knowledges and personal memories. By recalling their rememories, an 
imaginative re-construction of the Jammeh past emerged which 
uncovered how the state of exception functioned in everyday life and 
how loyalty and obedience to Jammeh was indoctrinated from a young 
age. The recollections of the students captured how they loved and 
feared Jammeh at the same time and experienced the Jammeh regime as 
’two-faced.’ The students’ accounts expose the culture of silent and the 
climate of fear that was present and the ways it seeped into the sociality 
of everyday life. People found ways of coping by staying silent or by 
denying that severe human right violations, such as torture, murder, 
rape and assault were happening. As such, Gambians learned to know 
what not to know.  

 
The students emphasized the importance of concepts like truth, 

reconciliation, memory, healing and forgiveness and stressed the 
importance of putting these concepts into praxis. In addition, 
consideration must also be given to socio-economic issues and 
development challenges which the country is facing as a result of 
Jammeh’s regime. The transition to democracy means that now people 
can freely express themselves again and that knowledge can ones again 
circulate without the fear of being detained. Through witnessing 
testimonies of past human rights violations, communities of 
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remembrance are being created, where knowledge about the past is 
shared and expressing emotions is stimulated and nurtured.  

 
The students have a positive appraisal of the work of the TRRC 

and are convinced that dictatorship and human rights violations won’t 
happen again because people are now aware and will make sure it won’t 
happen again. For them, knowing about the past and taking lessons 
from what happened in the past, is important because it helps them to 
know what to do in the present, to proceed in the future and to be able 
to protect themselves in the future. They expressed feeling motivated to 
explore their own roles in shaping Gambian society and to consider how 
they can be agents of social change.  

 
However, even though the TRRC has shone light on a lot of past 

happenings, some students still feel some uncertainty towards the 
future. There are many cultural, socio-economic, and political 
challenges The Gambia is still facing as poverty, weak public institutions 
and political instability remain ominous. Healing from the past is a long 
and uncertain process and knowing what they know now, young people 
are left with a legacy of a deep-seated national trauma and are required 
to analyze the power relations that structure their society in order to heal 
from and deal with the past, interpret the present and envision the 
future. 
 
 
Limitations of the study & suggestions for further research 
 
This research offers an in-depth examination of the lived experiences of 
eight Gambian youth growing up during the dictatorship and currently 
listening to and/or watching the TRRC testimonies. This may be 
considered by some as a small sample. However, the number of 
participants was sufficient for this study as it provided a significant 
amount of material to work with and the focus of the study was on 
depth of understanding.  

Phenomenology as a research methodology is a way to 
maximize the richness of the data obtained and to present this 
knowledge in depth. Hermeneutic phenomenology as an approach to 
study how people come to terms with the past in the context of 
transitional justice has not been previously explored. Therefore, this 
research is subject to limitations.  
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The students self-selected to participate by responding to my 
invitation at the end of the questionnaire they had filled in. The 
applications of this study are thus limited to school-going youth in the 
Banjul and Serekunda area. Whether the findings can be generalized to 
other areas of The Gambia and to youth who don’t attend secondary 
school needs to be explored with further research. 
 

Additionally, there are limitations due to interviewer bias as 
researchers are neither value-free nor objective observers (Schwandt, 
1997). The questions that were asked and the interpretative choices that 
were made were influenced by my own ethico-political views, personal 
values, biases and theoretical assumptions. The conceptual framework 
for understanding and interpreting youth’s experiences of dictatorship 
and transitional justice, which are introduced using the three themes, 
needs further research to confirm whether these themes are applicable 
in other settings, with other segments of the population and in other 
geographical areas. Future research might also explore youth’s 
experiences of dictatorship and transitional justice using hermeneutic 
phenomenology in other countries and using a greater diversity of 
participants. 
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Final reflections 
 
When I arrived in The Gambia on 28 January 2020 to conduct the 
interviews, my uncle picked me up from the airport and informed me 
that in the last month there had been four demonstrations by four 
different movements. On 16 January 2020 supporters of Jammeh’s 
APRC party came out to protest for his right to return from exile. A week 
later, on 25 January 2020, a counter protest was organized calling for 
justice over the human rights abuses and demanding that the APRC 
party be banned. On 26 January 2020 the “Three Years Jotna” (Three 
Year’s Up) movement protested, demanding President Adama Barrow 
to step down and honor his election promise of serving three years. The 
protests turned violent as protesters and police clashed. 137 people were 
arrested and detained including four journalists and eight of the leaders 
of the movement ended up being charged in court. Two weeks prior, on 
12 January 2020 The Gambia for 5 Years and Peace Building 
Organisation organized a demonstration to show solidarity with 
President Adama Barrow and to defend the constitutional five years 
mandate of the president. What these protests reveal are two 
components of the present situation in The Gambia. On the one hand it 
testifies to people’s eagerness to let their voices be heard in the streets 
and to be part of a movement that stands for something. On the other 
hand, it displays the deep divisions that still remain over Yahya 
Jammeh’s legacy and President Adama Barrow’s current government. 
The philosopher Jacques Rancière argued that protests expose the 
paradox inherent in democracy. He stated that “democracy as a form of 
government is threatened by democracy as a form of social and political 
life, and so the former must repress the latter” (Rancière, 2015: 55). How 
the transition to democracy will further unfold remains to be seen but 
what is certain is that these recent events point to the existing diversity 
of voices and experiences of the past and an increased engagement of 
Gambians in challenging the political modus operandi in their country. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

 
Survey Questionnaire: 

How do you experience the transitional justice process in the 
Gambia? 

 
An introduction: 
My name is Aminata Ndow and I am researching how Gambian youth 
(16-19) experience the transitional justice process. This research 
will form part of my master’s thesis for an MA in History at the 
University of Ghent in Belgium.  
 
This is a questionnaire about you and your experience. The 
questionnaire will be totally confidential. This means that your 
teachers, parents and other pupils will not see what you write. The 
only people who will see it will be the researchers. So please fill it in as 
honestly as you can. If you are unsure about any of the questions or 
how to answer, please ask for help. This is not a test there are no right 
or wrong answers. 
 
How to fill in the questionnaire: please fill in the blanks or place an X 
or check mark next to the word or phrase that best matches your 
response.  
What is the name of your school and which grade are you in? 
......................................................................... 
 
Did the Truth, Reconciliation and Reparations Committee (TRRC) 
visit your school?                      

 Yes        No                                                      
 
What is your gender?                    How old are you? 

 Male          Female                   16           17           18          19          
 
What languages are spoken at home? 

 English                  Mandinka  
 Wolof                     Pulaar/Fula 
 Jola                         Serer 
 Serahule                Other: _____________________ 

 
 
Country of birth? 

 Gambia                 Other: _____________________ 
 
Which district do you live in? 

 Kanifing                                Banjul 
 Foni Bintang-Karenai         Foni Bondali  



  

  

 Foni Brefet                           Foni Jarrol  
 Foni Kansala                        Kombo Central  
 Kombo East                         Kombo North  
 Kombo South                      Other: _____________________ 

 
Have you heard about the TRRC hearings? 

 Yes         No 
 
When and by whom were you first informed about the TRRC? 
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________ 
 
Where do you watch or listen to the TRRC? 
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________ 
 
 
With whom and where do you talk about the TRRC? 
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________ 
 
 
How do you watch or listen to the TRRC? 

 TV             Radio               Phone             Laptop/tablet 
 
How often do you watch or listen to the TRRC? 

 Every day there is a hearing       A few days a week              
 Weekly                                           A few days a month 
 Monthly                                         I have seen or listened to less      

than 5 hearings 
 
How informed do you consider yourself about the transitional 
justice process in the Gambia? 

 very informed            informed               a little informed           
 not informed 



  

  

 
How involved do you consider yourself in the transitional justice 
process? 

 very involved            involved               a little involved             
 not involved 

 
Which testimonies had the biggest impact on you and why? 
 
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________ 
 
What have you learned from the TRRC? 
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________ 
 
Are you interested in taking part in the next stage of this research?  
 
I would like to further invite you to be involved in this research. This 
will involve an interview with me that will take place between the 29th 
of January and the 17th of February. The interview will be between 60 
and 90 minutes in length and will take place in your home. I will ask 
you questions about how you experienced listening and/or watching 
the TRRC hearings, but you will be encouraged to add additional 
comments as you see fit. Afterwards I will provide transcripts to you 
and you may change any comments attributed to you for accuracy. 
Neither your name nor your contact information will be used in the 
findings.  
 
If you are interested in taking part, please fill in your name and contact 
information below. 
 
NAME ............................................................................. 
PHONE NUMBER (WhatsApp) ......................................................... 
EMAIL............................................................................. 

 
 



  

  

APPENDIX B 
 

 
Gent, 13 November 2019 

 
RE: Permission to Conduct Research Study 
 
 
Dear, 
 
I am writing to request permission to conduct a research study at your 
school. I am currently enrolled in the History program at Ghent 
University in Ghent, Belgium and in the process of writing my Master 
Thesis. I’m conducting research on how Gambian youth (16-19) 
experience the transitional justice process, with particular interest in 
how young people in the Gambia relate to the process and make 
meaning of their experience. 
 
I hope that the school administration will allow my research assistants 
in Gambia to anonymously complete a 2-page questionnaire (copy 
enclosed). I hope to collect information on the experience of listening to 
the TRRC testimonies for young people living in Gambia. Since it is 
about their own experiences, I would like to investigate this through an 
open interview with them. To conduct the interviews, I will be coming 
to the Gambia from the 28th of January until the 18th of February. 
 
The purpose of the questionnaire is to have some preliminary research 
information that I can use to be more informed and to select the 
interviewees. If approval is granted, student participants will complete 
the survey in a classroom or other quiet setting on the school site. The 
survey results will be pooled for the thesis project and individual results 
of this study will remain absolutely confidential and anonymous. 
Should this study be published, only pooled results will be documented. 
No costs will be incurred by either your school/center or the individual 
participants. 
 
The information in this study will only be used in ways that will not 
reveal who the students are. They will not be identified in any 
publication from this study or in any data files shared with other 
researchers. Their participation in this study is confidential. 
 



  

  

 
Several actions will be taken to ensure confidentiality, namely:  
 

§ All data will be kept private, both from other participants and 
when reporting findings.  

§ The project will adhere to the requirements of data protection 
rules in terms of data labelling, storage and security.  

§ Notes from the research session and accompanying data will be 
stored on password protected computers.  

§ Only data without identifiers will be shared with other 
researchers 

 
Other genuine researchers may request access to de-identified data in 
the future. Access will only be granted if they agree to preserve the 
confidentiality of the information as requested in this form. Their access 
will also require approval from the original research team. 
 
If a student would like to withdraw from the study, they do not have to 
state why. All data already collected up until that moment will be used 
for the current and future research. 
 
Your approval to conduct this study will be greatly appreciated. I can 
follow up with a telephone call if desired and would be happy to answer 
any questions or concerns that you may have. I will leave you my 
contact information below. 
 
 
 Sincerely, 
 
Aminata Ndow 
Student at the Department of History 
Ghent University 
St Pietersnieuwstraat 35 
9000 Ghent 
Belgium 
tel. +32(0)494540087 (Whatsapp) 
Aminata.Ndow@Ugent.be 
 
 
 
 



  

  

Under the supervision of: 
 
Berber Bevernage 
Department of History 
Ghent University 
 St Pietersnieuwstraat 35 
 9000 Ghent 
 Belgium 
 tel. +32(0)485984605 
 Berber.Bevernage@Ugent.be 
 
 

APPENDIX C 
 
 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 
 
 
Date Information Sheet Produced: 27 January 2020 
 
Project Title: Gambian youth experiences of the TRRC testimonies 
 
An Invitation:  
 
My name is Aminata Ndow and I am researching how Gambian youth 
(16-19) experience the transitional justice process. This research 
will form part of my master’s thesis for an MA in History at the 
University of Ghent in Belgium. As you are between the ages of 16 and 
19 and regularly watch the TRRC hearings and have indicated a desire 
to participate in this research, I would like to further invite you to be 
involved in this research. If you decide to participate you may withdraw 
from the research project at any time prior to the completion of data 
collection. Your participation is completely voluntary. 
 
What is the purpose of this research? 
 
The purpose of the project is to investigate how young people in the 
Gambia experience the TRRC hearings. As mentioned, this research is 
towards the completion of a Masters qualification and as well as a 
summary of findings for participants, I may publish the anonymous 



  

  

summated findings in academic journals and present them at 
conferences. 
 
How was I identified and why am I being invited to participate in this 
research? 
 
You have identified yourself to me by answering the questionnaire at 
your school and have supplied me with your contact information. I 
believe that you have a story to tell about your experience 
watching/listening to the TRRC testimonies, which could be instructive 
for understanding how young people in the Gambia experience 
witnessing the testimonies. As a Gambian aged between 16 and 19, who 
regularly watches the hearings, you are eligible to be involved in this 
study. 
 
What will happen in this research? 
 
The research will involve participating in an interview with me which 
will be between 60 and 90 minutes in length. I will ask you questions 
about your experience, but you will be encouraged to add additional 
comments as you see fit. I will provide transcripts to you and you may 
change any comments attributed to you for accuracy. 
 
What are the discomforts and risks? 
 
None are envisaged. The process should be relaxed and informal and as 
you will be in charge of responding to my questions about your 
experience. If you do not wish to respond to a question or wish to 
withdraw entirely from the study, you may do so at any time up until 
the end of data collection. 
 
What are the benefits? 
 
Research findings show that by being interviewed people can gain new 
insights of their experiences. During the interview process you will be 
encouraged to articulate things you may not have previously spoken 
about.  
 
 
 
 



  

  

How will my privacy be protected? 
 
Neither your name nor any contact information will be used in the 
findings. Details that may identify you will be omitted. You will receive 
a transcript of the interviews. You may request any information you 
consider confidential to be deleted. 
 
How do I agree to participate in this research? 
 
A consent form is provided for you to sign and return to me. 
 
What do I do if I have concerns about this research? 
 
Any concerns regarding the nature of this project should be notified in 
the first instance to the Project Supervisor, Prof. Dr. Berber Bevernage, 
associate professor of historical theory at the Department of History at 
Ghent University, berber.bevernage@ugent.be. 
 
Whom do I contact for further information about this research? 
 
Researcher Contact Details: 
 
Aminata Ndow, Masters student, Department of History, Ghent 
University, aminata.ndow@ugent.be.  
 
Project Supervisor Contact Details: 
 
Prof. Dr. Berber Bevernage, associate professor of historical theory at the 
Department of History at Ghent University, 
berber.bevernage@ugent.be. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

  

 
 
 

APPENDIX D 
 
 

INTERVIEW CONSENT FORM 
 
 
Research project title: Gambian youth experiences of the TRRC 
testimonies 
 
Research investigator: Aminata Ndow 
 
Research Participants name: 
 
The interview will take about 60 minutes. You have the right to stop the 
interview or withdraw from the research at any time. 
 
Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed as part of the above research 
project. Ethical procedures for academic research require that 
interviewees explicitly agree to being interviewed and how the 
information contained in their interview will be used. This consent form 
is necessary for us to ensure that you understand the purpose of your 
involvement and that you agree to the conditions of your participation. 
Would you therefore read the accompanying information sheet and 
then sign this form to certify that you approve the following: 
 

§ the interview will be recorded, and a transcript will be 
produced 

§ you will be sent the transcript and given the opportunity to 
correct any factual errors 

§ the transcript of the interview will be analysed by Aminata 
Ndow as research investigator 

§ access to the interview transcript will be limited to Aminata 
Ndow and academic colleagues and researchers with whom she 
might collaborate as part of the research process 

§ any summary interview content, or direct quotations from the 
interview, that are made available through academic 
publication or other academic outlets will be anonymized so 
that you cannot be identified, and care will be taken to ensure 



  

  

that other information in the interview that could identify 
yourself is not revealed 

§ the actual recording will be kept on a password protected hard 
drive 

§ any variation of the conditions above will only occur with your 
further explicit approval 

 
All or part of the content of your interview may be used; 
 

§ In academic papers or news articles 
§ In other media that I produce such as spoken presentations 
§ In an archive of the project as noted above 

 
By signing this form I agree that; 
 

1. I am voluntarily taking part in this project. I understand that I 
don’t have to take part, and I can stop the interview at any time; 

 
2. understand that notes might be taken during the interview and 

that it will also be audio taped and transcribed. The transcribed 
interview or extracts from it may be used as described above; 

 
3. I have read and understood the information provided about this 

research project in the Information sheet 
 

4. I don’t expect to receive any benefit or payment for my 
participation; 

 
5. I can request a copy of the transcript of my interview and may 

make edits I feel necessary to ensure the effectiveness of any 
agreement made about confidentiality; 

 
6. I understand that I may withdraw myself or any information 

that I have provided for this project at any time prior to 
completion of data collection, without being disadvantaged in 
any way. 

 
7. If I withdraw, I understand that all relevant information 

including tapes and transcripts, or parts therof, will be 
destroyed.  

 



  

  

8. I have had an opportunity to ask questions and to have them 
answered. I understand that I am free to contact the researcher 
with any questions I may have in the future. 

 
_____________________________________  
 
Printed Name 
 
_____________________________________ 
 
Participants Signature 
 
_____________________________________ 
 
Researchers Signature 
 
 
Contact Information 
 
If you have any further questions or concerns about this study, please 
contact: 
 
Aminata Ndow 
Student at the Department of History 
Ghent University 
St Pietersnieuwstraat 35 
9000 Ghent 
Belgium 
tel. +32(0)494540087 
e-mail: Aminata.Ndow@Ugent.be 
 
You can also contact Aminata Ndow’s supervisor: 
 
Berber Bevernage 
Department of History 
Ghent University 
St Pietersnieuwstraat 35 
9000 Ghent 
Belgium 
tel. +32(0)485984605 
E-mail: Berber.Bevernage@Ugent.be 
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Table 1: Preliminary analysis, with 
Mariama and Awa as examples 

 
Significant statements (From the 

transcripts) 
 

Linking Key words 
and phrases 

Concept 

 
It was sad. So, when he [Sanna Sabally] 
explained the story, I feel very sad. 
Yeah it was everybody, everyone feel 
about it almost. Because anywhere I 
explained it, everyone feel sad. 
(Mariama) 
 
I feel very sad because, like we know 
so many things that we did not know 
were happening, so it revealed that. 
Those things, those horrible things that 
were happening. Like murder, I never 
knew that it was happening. I thought 
Gambia was a peaceful country were 
everyone is living peacefully, on the 
whole some people are, some people’s 
rights have been violated which is so 
sad. Sometimes some of us will cry 
even. 
(Awa) 
 
I feel really bad because someone that 
husband died, you don’t take care of 
her and she’s having two kids, male, 
and you don’t take care of her. You’re 
just sending her out the house and you 
know that she has no place to go. You 
send her out of the house and you 
expect her to find place to go and live. 
It’s sad! At least they should have just 
managed and be with her or assist her 
but NO. They just throw her out. 
(Mariama) 
 
Like the mother of Koro Ceesay, our 
former finance minister. He was 
murdered because he wanted to speak 
the truth about how the money of the 
Gambia was spend so he was killed 
brutally so that made me cry 
personally, it is so sad. It was explained 
how he was killed. He was told that he 
should meet with the president at the 
airport and then they killed him, he was 
slaughtered and then his legs and hands 
were cut of and then he was put in a 

 
Sadness  
 
 
 
 
So many things that 
we did not know 
were happening, is 
being revealed now. 
 
 
 
 
Loss of a family 
member. 
 
How would I feel, if 
it was one of my 
family members? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Not knowing what 
happened to your 
family member. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Painful emotions: 
sadness, fear, anger 
 
 
 
 
Because of the TRRC, 
the past is being 
revealed.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Empathy 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Not knowing what 
happened 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

  

vehicle and then the vehicle was burnt, 
to tell the people that he died in an 
accident while he was murdered. I 
personally, I did not know anything 
like that was happening and my father 
too said that he did not know that that 
was happening, but he heard too that 
Koro Ceesay died in an accident which 
was fake. His mom and sister 
personally, they met the president and 
told him that they know that he killed 
him. The mom said that she know, that 
the president killed, her son. 
(Awa) 
 
I take it to myself come as if this was 
one of my family members. How I will 
feel, I will feel bad because one of my 
family members is gone, killed and 
unknown because we don’t know how 
they are killed before we don’t know 
how they are killed, we don’t know 
how they are buried. You just heard 
that person x is dead, car accident or 
something terrible happened and he or 
she died so you don’t have clear 
information. If you’re part of the 
family members you feel sad because 
your own relative, your own brother, 
your own sister is killed and you don’t 
know how, you don’t know any clue 
about it. You don’t know anything 
about it. It’s sad. We just take it as he or 
she disappeared because we don’t know 
whether the person was killed or see the 
dead body, we don’t see anything, the 
person just go for work and never come 
back. 
(Mariama) 
 
His younger sister testified on behalf of 
him. It was hard to hear. She was crying 
too, especially the part that she said 
Koro was a good brother to her, he was 
open to her and the day that he was 
murdered, he told her to cook for him 
his favorite dish when he returned, but 
he never ate that. It was so hard to hear. 
That day I had a nightmare. The day 
that I watch Koro Ceesay, I had a 
nightmare. We [the students] were 
talking about it in class, before the 

 
 
 
It was so hard to 
hear.  
That day I had a 
nightmare. 
 
 
 
Feelings of shock, 
being surprised, 
afraid: never 
expecting that such 
kind of things were 
happening. 
 
 
 
Loss of the 
breadwinner in the 
family. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Imagining how I 
would feel in that 
situation. 
 
 
 
Feelings of anger 
and fear. 
 
 
 
 
 
Fear 
Loss of the 
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family. 
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shocked 
 
 
 
 
 
Importance of the 
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teacher arrived, and so many people 
were sad for him too. Everyone was 
surprised because we never expected 
such kind of thing to be happening in 
the country so we were all shocked and 
afraid, because the way he died and so 
many people believed he died in an 
accident while he was murdered, we 
have a fear that it would happen and 
then so many people can die too and 
then they will fake their death. 
(Awa) 
 
I feel very sad. I feel sympathised 
especially for the victims. I feel 
sympathised for them. Someone in a 
working age group working hard then 
you put the person and you put him in 
some hardship! Because some are there 
they’re in wheelchairs which is really 
sad and others are there they are the 
breadwinners of their families, all the 
family is dependent on him or her so if 
you take the person and you put the 
person in Mile II. You are adding insult 
to the wound because that is the 
breadwinner of the family who will be 
helping the family and that man, that 
person, is been caught. It’s really sad. 
Yeah. 
(Mariama) 
 
When they’re speaking about it they’ll 
cry and I’ll cry too. Because it’s very sad 
like imagine if you’d be in that situation, 
how will I feel. Because their lives were 
not okay. I just take it and cry, just let it 
go. 
(Awa) 
 
So many people who disappeared. 
After Sanna Sabally’s testimony, it was 
hard for me to watch the TRRC because 
I was having an anger in me and a fear, 
because their rights have been violated 
and no one could fight for their rights. 
So, I don’t follow it after that. 
(Awa) 
 
I used to be afraid because it could 
happen to anyone and for example if it 
was my parent, I would not have been 
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Killing their own 
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We are all related 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
No proper burial. 
Everyone forgets 
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“Unexpected things 
are always 
expected.” 
 
Hard to believe. 
 
Feels like a dream. 
 
 
I did not believe 
them because to me 
those things where 
not happening. 
 
I didn’t believe that 
he would do such a 
thing. 
 
 
 
 
 
Now I believe that 
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able to go to school because my mom 
alone would not be able to support us all 
so when I think about all those things 
like, I become afraid. 
(Awa) 
 
When he [Sanna Sabally] arrived and 
then he confessed of all the bad things 
he did and then apologized like I felt, I 
was happy and I felt sorry for him 
because he left the country and he was 
also part of the people who the former 
president planned to kill so he had to 
leave his wife and family at home and 
move to another country yeah I felt sad 
about that. 
(Awa) 
 
I never knew that we had Junglers in 
this country. But when they testified at 
the TRRC, that was the first time I 
heard it. I know that we have Junglers in 
the country who have been killing 
people. Who are killing their own 
people. 
(Mariama) 
 
Gambia, we are all related. So if you kill 
someone and you think this person is in 
another family well you don’t know 
how related you are maybe, even if you 
are not related come your parents are 
not related. Your ancestors or your great 
grandfathers are related unknowingly 
yeah then if you kill you kill your own 
people. 
(Mariama) 
 
I believe if they used a gun it would 
have been better, but they used nylon 
bags and suffocated the person to death. 
That was very terrible and after there is 
no burial! There is nothing. They just 
throw them in a big well. Everyone 
forget about them. It’s sad. I was 
surprised and shocked. I was 
disappointed. Our own president, 
killing his own people. I was very 
surprised. I never expected that to 
happen but as the saying goes 
“unexpected things are always 
expected.” 

Children being 
sacrificed. 
 
So many people are 
waiting, they are 
hoping that the 
TRRC will reveal 
that too. 
 
Now is better than 
before. 
 
Now people say 
everything that is in 
them. 
 
Before you can’t say 
anything. 
 
No one said 
anything about it 
out of fear to be put 
in jail. 
 
 
Everyone kept 
silent. 
People were afraid 
to speak up. 
 
They didn’t talk 
about it so that’s the 
reason so many 
people did not 
know what exactly 
was going on. 
 
When you’re a 
child, you don’t 
know anything. 
 
People hid so many 
things. 
 
They won’t tell you 
anything. 
 
When I start 
watching the TRRC, 
I know what was 
going on in the 
country. 

 
 
Now is better than 
before. 
 
 
Now people can 
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Everyone kept silent. 
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Everything was hidden, 
people did not know 
what was going on. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The future will be better 
than the past. 
 
 
 
 
If you know what 
happened in the past, 
then you’ll be able to 
protect yourself in the 
future. 
 
Fear of mentioning 
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Use of nicknames to 
talk about Jammeh. 
 
 
 
 
Belief that it won’t 
happen again because 
of the TRRC. 



  

  

(Mariama) 
 
I felt sad about it because if you don’t 
expect something to be happening and 
then you just find out that it’s 
happening it’s just hard to believe. At 
first, I was like, am I dreaming? But it’s 
the reality. The country wasn’t safe and 
I’m lucky to be part of the people who 
have not been affected. 
(Awa) 
 
When I was in grade nine and I was 
told that Yahya Jammeh had raped a 
young girl but to me those where 
rumours and I did not believe that they 
were happening. They used to say that 
he killed one girl and then the other girl 
escaped but I did not know if those 
where… I did not believe them because 
to me those where not happening. I 
didn’t believe even that he will do such 
a thing because the way he speak out 
and the way he speak on behalf of 
children, especially young girls… So, I 
did not think that he would be an 
abuser. I was shocked. I was shocked, I 
didn’t complete the hearing [Fatou 
Toufa Jallow]. I had to go and sleep. It 
was hard to listen to because the way 
she was treated and the part that she 
said her mom felt that she was safe with 
the president and then her mom was 
afraid of the soldiers and not the 
president so whenever the president 
requested to see her, her mom will allow 
her to go. I feel that she was not 
protected. 
(Awa) 
 
[There was a rumour that] some 
students were captured and then they 
were sacrificed which I didn’t believe. 
Now I believe that it happened, I did 
not hear it in the TRRC but I believe that 
it happened because if there is a case 
that he rape a girl, he can sacrifice his 
children. So many people are waiting, 
they are hoping that the TRRC will 
reveal that too. 
(Awa) 
 

 
The way things are 
going I think the 
future will be better 
than the past. 
 
I feel safe now. 
 
If you know what 
happened, then 
you’ll be able to 
protect yourself in 
the future. 
 
No one will say 
anything bad about 
Yahya Jammeh 
outside because 
they were afraid. 
 
They would use 
other names as a 
way to make fun of 
him. 
 
We are promised 
that it won’t happen 
again. So I believe it 
won’t. 
 
The hidings, are 
now revealed to all 
of us. We all know 
what was then. 
 
People were dying 
in silent 
 
Now, when 
listening to the 
TRRC, everything is 
revealed. You know 
everything. 
 
So many things that 
were happening in 
the past, were 
hidden from us 
[younger people], 
we are never told 
about them.  I 
believe that they 
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Before we were under dictatorship but 
now democracy. I think it’s better. Now 
is better than before. Now things have 
changed because people say everything 
that is in them and nothing happens to 
you but before you can’t say anything. 
Even if you are talking in your room, 
you close your doors because then 
you’re safe. It’s not good. But he was 
doing it, and no one said nothing about 
it. Nothing about it. Because no one 
had the confidence to go and stand in 
front of him and tell him, ‘what you are 
doing is wrong.’ So, everyone kept 
silent. People were afraid to talk, 
people feel scared. But even when 
you’re a kid you don’t know anything. 
Now is the time when I even knowing 
something because of the TRRC. I 
never knew things like this were 
happening in the country. That time, 
even if you are young, people hide so 
many things. They don’t tell anything! 
No one discuss it in front of me. Just 
when I start watching the TRRC, I know 
what was going on in the country. Yeah, 
it’s because of the TRRC that I know that 
we were under a dictatorship. But now 
thank God for democracy stays. The 
way things are going I think the future 
will be better than the past. 
(Mariama) 
 
Especially the ending of his regime, 
before the election, before you speak 
about something you have to watch 
around you before you could speak 
about anything because if you happen 
to speak up for your rights or any other 
thing you’ll be locked up. So, so many 
people were afraid to speak up. They 
didn’t talk about it so that’s the reason 
so many people did not know what 
exactly was going on. So many people 
were afraid to speak out, if you have 
anything to say, you will only say it in 
your home but if you are outside and 
you say it like the next minute you are 
just… they arrest you. 
(Awa) 
 

knew about it but 
they don’t tell us. 
Maybe they want to 
protect us but they 
don’t tell us about 
them. 
 
We just sit down 
and briefly explain 
what we heard on 
the television. 
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the time to watch.  
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it. 
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I’m not allowed to 
go alone. 
 
I can remember that 
when we had an 
excursion, to go 
around and see 
places, we’ll have to 
pass through 
Kanilai, so because 
of that reason my 
parents did not 
allow me to go 
because they said 
that it’s not safe. 
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I have hope because there are people 
outside who are fighting for our rights 
who do not want us to be violated so I 
feel safe now. If it happens too there are 
people who will fight for us again 
because now we have more knowledge 
and then we have more people that will 
support us. If you know what happened 
then you’ll be able to protect yourself in 
the future. Because, like for those who 
were killing, like me, I hate the military, 
so I will not put myself into that and 
then I know that people in like the 
TRRC, they will speak about it so. 
(Awa) 
 
No one will say anything bad about 
him [Yahya Jammeh] outside. Everyone 
was afraid. They used to say the Big 
Man, I could remember so many funny 
names, Kopa, the Big Man, Oga, I forgot 
so many. It was a way of making fun of 
him. Like there was a time that he was 
speaking and his hat just fell of so, so 
many people were talking about that 
and there was another time that he went 
to the village and he was asking them 
questions and he was just giving them 
money like that and another time that a 
Senegalese wrestler won a wrestle and 
then he gave him a lot of money so 
people got angry about that because, so 
many people here are suffering. 
(Awa) 
 
We are promised that they won’t 
happen again. So I believe it won’t. I 
have a believe that it would not happen 
and in case that it happens, like we have 
people that will protect us. Now, 
anything that happens, people are not 
afraid to speak up. I think it’s getting 
better now than before. 
(Awa) 
 
It’s really important because the 
hidings, are now revealed to all of us. 
We all know what was then. People 
were dying in silent. We don’t know. 
Anything that effected the family, they 
were keeping quiet. They would not say 
anything. They would just be hiding it. 

I keep thinking 
about those who 
died and how they 
were killed. 
 
I feel curious to 
know about them. 
Because it will help 
us in the future. 
 
I was scared. I was 
not safe. 
 
It seems like it is 
taking us back to 
the Jammeh regime, 
how it was. 
 
I believe that 
Adama Barrow also 
watches the TRRC 
so if he is also going 
to be someone who 
will be violating the 
rights of the 
citizens, he will 
know that people 
will also know 
about it. 
 
Some said that he 
also want to make 
himself like the 
former president. 
 
 



  

  

Because they don’t have the confidence 
to voice out so they die in silence. But 
now that we have know everything. 
Everything was revealed to us. I don’t 
expect it will repeat in Gambia again. I 
don’t think so. It helps us to know 
because during the Jammeh regime 
there were many hiding secrets. Now, 
when listening to the TRRC, 
everything is revealed. You know 
everything. 
(Mariama) 
 
So many things are hidden from us 
[younger people], we are never told 
about. So many things that were 
happening in the past, I believe that 
they knew about it but they don’t tell 
us. Maybe they want to protect us but 
they don’t tell us about them. 
(Awa) 
 
After watching it we normally sit down 
because not all of us have the time to 
watch so we just sit down and briefly 
explain what we heard on the 
television. 
(Mariama) 
 
In school, others might watch it while 
others might not watch it so during 
break we just sit down and discuss 
about it sometimes. They will talk 
about what they heard when the 
witness was testifying. What they 
heard and explain what was there 
because not everyone watches it. So, 
when they explain, others also benefit. 
Those who didn’t watch it, they will 
come and listen and everyone explain it. 
(Mariama) 
 
If there happens to be a hearing that 
people have been waiting for, you’ll be 
hearing in the vehicle, people will be 
talking about it in classrooms and at 
home, people will be talking about it. 
So I think the TRRC has brought, how 
do I say, has made people aware of so 
many things that we did not know 
before. It will help them to protect 
themselves in the future and it will help 



  

  

them also to know their rights so that 
they will not be violated again because if 
things like that happen or is likely to 
happen than we’ll have the courage to 
speak up. 
(Awa) 
 
When you are watching it on the tv you 
can identify that this is the person and 
you meet them, you met with the 
person, you can recognize the person. 
(Mariama) 
 
I used to admire him, because he goes 
around schools and then he will donate 
us and then he will speak and then he 
will fight for the rights – pretend – to 
fight for the rights of children, especially 
girls and women. On the whole all, it 
was fake. I used to think he was a good 
person but not now. So many people 
think that he was a good person but 
some also however, some also believed 
that he wasn’t a good person because I 
can remember, we used to argue, when 
I was in upper basic, we used to argue 
about it. 
(Awa) 
 
Even up to now I cannot stay for more 
than… I close studies at nine and my 
dad will pick me and take me home. So 
many places like I’m not allowed to go 
alone. I used to feel angry because I was 
like, I’m no longer a kid but now I 
understand them. They just said it’s not 
safe. Like Kanilai, I can remember that 
when we had an excursion, to go around 
and see places, we’ll have to pass 
through Kanilai, so because of that 
reason my parents did not allow me to 
go because they said that it’s not safe. 
[There were] so many people that didn’t 
go but others went. 
(Awa) 
 
I keep thinking about those who died 
and how they were killed. Sometimes I 
wonder like who is on the TRRC today? 
But I don’t have the chance to watch it. 
But soon, I’ll finish grade 12 and then I’ll 
just continue to watch it. I feel curious 



  

  

to know about them. Because it will 
help us in the future. We will know 
what happened in the past. 
(Awa) 
 
It [The Three Years Jotna 
Demonstration] was very scary. I even 
pack my things to go back home 
because I was scared. It’s not safe. 
People went for demonstration, they 
were beaten, other were killed. Others 
were arrested. It seems come it is taking 
us back to the Jammeh regime, how it 
was. We were all here that day, no one 
went for work. My aunty, my uncle, my 
sister, they were all sitting in the house 
because it was not safe. 
(Mariama) 
 
When the current president, Adama 
Barrow was going in the position, he 
said that he would be there for three 
years so now that it’s three years, he said 
that he’s not going down so people were 
out demonstrating that he should go 
down. That was what I understood 
about it. Some people were beaten, yeah 
and some are admitted to the hospital 
still. I feel that their rights have been 
violated. It should not have happened. I 
believe that Adama Barrow also watch 
the TRRC so if he is also going to be 
someone who will be violating the 
rights of the citizens, he will know that 
he is also going… that people will also 
know about it. People were 
complaining uhm it was on a Sunday, I 
had studies so I wasn’t allowed to come 
but on Monday people were talking 
about it in the vehicles, in class. Some 
said that he also want to make himself 
like the former president. 
(Awa) 
 
The future depends on the current 
generation; we should learn from what 
has happened and what is going on and 
then we make a better future for the 
Gambia. I feel that things are going to 
get better. 
(Awa) 



  

  

APPENDIX F 
 
Feeling pain in the body of another 
 
Vicarious traumatic knowledge: the intersubjective experience of 
suffering 
Empathy. 
Painful emotions: sadness, fear, anger. 
Recognition. 
 
Ethics of memory 
Importance of a proper burial. 
People were dying in silent. 
 
Collectivism: the relationship with the other 
Importance of the breadwinner in the family. 
Impact on the family. 
We are all related. 
We are all one.  
Our own people. 
 
Between knowing and not knowing 
 
I was not aware this was happening 
Because of the TRRC, the past is being revealed.  
Because of the TRRC everyone is now aware. 
The TRRC educates people about the past. 
The TRRC is bigger than our imagination. 
Feeling amazed, shocked and surprised. 
Everything was hidden, people did not know what was going on. 
Feeling of disbelief. 
Feeling of betrayal. 
Wanting to have known when I was younger. 
Difficulty of not knowing in the past. 
“Unexpected things are always expected.” 
This is a reality and then they show it on tv. 
Confusion. 
Importance of witnessing it yourself. 
 
Mechanisms of coping in everyday life 
Importance of the elders 



  

  

Our elders would hide the most important things from us. 
Some people don’t believe the testimonies. 
If you know more about what happened, your heart will become hard. 
Painful things should not be talked about. 
Our elders did not tell us about what was happening to protect us. 
 
Rememory: the culture of silence and the ecology of fear 
Not being able to trust others. 
Rumors about a well. 
Politics lead to death. 
Fear of speaking up. 
Fear of saying anything negative about Jammeh. 
Fear of talking about Jammeh.  
Fear of mentioning Jammeh’s name.  
Fear of death. 
Everyone kept silent. 
During Jammeh’s regime you’re afraid to protest. 
Proximity to Jammeh. 
Not knowing what happened to someone who passed away. 
Hearing about disappearances and missing people. 
Not knowing the reality of what is going on. 
Children being kidnapped and sacrificed. 
Love for the president. 
I used to admire Jammeh. 
I used to belief he was a good man. 
Everything he says goes. 
Use of nicknames to talk about Jammeh. 
Use of different names to talk about Jammeh. 
Seeing the president. 
Tribalism. 
Rumors about killings. 
Joking about Jammeh. 
Not being allowed to go to certain places. 
Not being allowed to go outside. Having to reach home early. 
 
Imagining the future 
 
Community healing  
The truth is a healing justice. 
Importance of prayer. 
People are suffering. 



  

  

Forgiveness. 
The TRRC brings out reconciliation and helps the victims. 
It’s important to talk about hardships. 
 
The pastness of the past: now, it’s a democracy 
Now it’s better than before. 
Now we are done with that problem we were facing from that past. 
Now people can express themselves. 
Sharing the knowledge. 
Fear of going back to the Jammeh regime. 
Fear of violence. 
Need for a strong leader. 
The leader is chosen by God. 
 
‘Never again’: Learning from the past, Shaping the future 
 
Belief that it won’t happen again because of the TRRC. 
Making sure it won’t happen again. 
Uncertainty about the future. 
The future will be different from the past. 
The future will be better than the past. 
Importance of knowing about the past to proceed in the future. 
When you don’t know what happened. You never know what to do. 
If you know what happened in the past, then you’ll be able to protect 
yourself in the future. 
It’s important to learn from what happened in the past. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

  

 
APPENDIX G

 

Feeling pain in the 
body of another

Vicarious traumatic 
knowledge: the 
intersubjective 

experience of suffering

Empathy

Painful emotions: 
sadness, fear, anger

Recognition

Ethics of memory

Importance of a proper 
burial

People were dying in 
silent

Collectivism: the 
relationship with the 

other

Importance of the 
breadwinner 

Impact on the family

We are all related
We are all one

Our own people



  

  
 

Between 
knowing and 
not knowing

I was not aware this 
was happening

Everything was 
hidden. 

The TRRC educates 
people about the past.

Because of the TRRC, 
the past is being 

revealed.

The TRRC is bigger 
than our imagination.

Feeling shocked and 
surprised.

Feeling of disbelief and 
confusion.

Feeling of betrayal.

Wanting to have 
known when I was 

younger.

“Unexpected things are 
always expected.”

Importance of 
witnessing it yourself.

Mechanisms of coping 
in everyday life

Importance of the 
elders.

Our elders would hide 
things from us, to 

protect us.

Painful things should 
not be talked about.

Knowing about what 
happened, hardens the 

heart.

Some people don’t 
believe the testimonies.

Rememory: the culture 
of silence & the 
ecology of fear

Fear of Jammeh. 

Use of other names to 
talk about him.

Killings, 
disappearances and 

sacrifices

Proximity to Jammeh

Love for Jammeh.

Everyone kept silent.

Distrust of others

Fear of speaking up.



  

  

 

Imagining the 
future

Community Healing

The truth is a healing 
justice.

It’s important to talk 
about hardships.

Importance of prayer.

The pastness of the 
past: now it's 

democracy

Now we are done with 
that problem from that 

past.

Now it's better than 
before.

Now people can 
express themselves.

Sharing the knowledge.

Fear of violence.

Fear of going back to the 
Jammeh regime.

Need for a strong 
leader.

‘Never again’: Learning 
from the past, Shaping 

the future

Because of the TRRC, it 
won't happen again.

Importance of knowing 
about the past to 

proceed in the future.

It’s important to learn 
from what happened in 

the past.

Expectations for the 
future.

The future will be 
different from the past.

Uncertainty about the 
future.

The future will be beter 
than the past.


