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In 2006, violent military conflict between Hezbollah and Israel resulted in more 
deaths and more destruction in a part of the world that has known such horror 
for far too long. During this conflict, I was in touch with Lebanese colleagues, 
Mohammed Safa and Ghina Nahfawi, who work at the Khiam Centre in Beirut.1 

Shortly after the bombing had ceased, I visited Mohammed Safa and Ghina 
Nahfawi in Beirut, witnessed the recently bombed-out neighbourhoods, and also 
learnt that there is not a tradition of counselling or therapy within Lebanon. Therapy 
is not a culturally-resonant practice. This is true in many of the places that we visit. 
The idea of speaking to a stranger in an office room about one’s personal life is a 
very foreign concept in many of the world’s cultures. If this is so, then how can we 
notice, acknowledge and build upon culturally relevant and resonant practices of 
psychosocial support? And can our knowledge about narrative practices be in any 
way relevant to the task?2 

Over the last twenty-five years, the Khiam Centre has been developing ways of 
working that fit with Lebanese culture. Much of their time has been spent working 
with the mothers of those who are incarcerated within Israeli prisons or within 
the prisons of other Arab states such as Syria. Their work involves psychosocial 
support and social action. Various sit-ins and public events are also memorials and 
sites of care between mothers. Celebrations by mothers of their imprisoned sons’ 
birthdays are both private honourings and public statements. 

When I arrived in Beirut, the ceasefire had been in existence for a week. Only 
days earlier, southern Lebanon had been, in Mohammad Safa’s words, ‘a sea of 
fire’. After the ceasefire, his team directly moved to the South. I will include here an 
extract from an interview I conducted with Mohammad Safa in which he describes 
what he saw on this initial visit south: 

When you go to the south, the first thing that you face is the destruction. Bridges, 
fuel stations, buildings, houses, and even the trees and plants are all destroyed. 
Everywhere you look ... The first village that I entered is one that I know well, but 
this time I couldn’t recognise it. There were no roads, no houses, nothing. 

But, in spite of this destruction, we found people going on with their lives. For 
instance, we saw children searching for their school bags, for their books, for their 
pens among the rubble. And I saw a man sitting on the roof of his home. It’s not 
where a roof should be anymore, it is now on the ground, but he was sitting there 
on this roof just having his lunch. In spite of the destruction, and despite the fact 
that there is no water service, no electricity, there are families sitting beside their 
destroyed homes trying their best to continue with their lives. 
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This doesn’t mean that the people are not hurt, but the brutality and destruction 
seems to have generated an opposite reaction. It did not break the spirits of the 
people. Far from it, at the moment of the ceasefire, people started flooding like a 
waterfall back to their villages in the south. 

The bombing may well have turned us back thirty years in the south and each 
child and each adult has been affected. But as we drove through destruction,  
I felt I was in front of a new kind of people. I was shocked by the destruction, and 
at the same time I was shocked by the morale of these people, by the strength of 
the women, by the ways in which whole families were determined to rebuild their 
lives. 

While I was in the south, I witnessed a wedding. The man and the woman had 
planned their wedding date many months in advance. Despite the bombing, they 
decided to go ahead on the specified date. And they decided to hold it at their home 
as they had planned. This home was once a place of beauty. Now it is completely 
destroyed, so they held the ceremony just in front of the wreckage. And they were 
happy. People were around them, throwing flowers, laughing and enjoying life. 

This does not mean all the people are like this. There are exceptions, tragedies 
in which someone has lost all of their loved ones. There is also sickness, disease 
in the villages, and the terrible smell of death. But the general feeling was of 
defiance, pride and reconnecting with joy in life. I didn’t notice depression. There 
was no general despair among people. The people did not lose hope. 

This doesn’t mean that they do not need assistance. These villages need 
extraordinary support. Their infrastructure has been destroyed. Total villages 
now look as if they have been removed from the map. And if they do not receive 
solidarity and support now, with winter coming, then this could cause shock and 
despair. 

But it seems important to me to acknowledge that we are witnessing a people 
who have not been destroyed … who have not fallen into despair. We need to find 
ways of assisting them now to continue their psychological resistance. 

They are proud. I saw a man of about eighty years old who was holding himself 
up like a hero. He is still in the village. He spent thirty days in his home under 
bombardment. He said to me: ‘You are witnessing a legend!’ 

I then asked Mohammad Safa about his own mother who I knew lived in the 
South.
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Yes, for example my mother! She lived under a table for one month. She had her 
medication and her radio to listen to the news. She knew that her sons were away 
from danger and so she survived the entire bombing while staying in the village, in 
her home. Many older people, grandmothers, grandfathers, refused to leave their 
houses. And when they survived they were so proud of this. 

These people who really were very courageous need a response now to help 
them to continue to resist. Life in the future may in many ways be more difficult than 
the bombing itself. So we have responsibilities to them to enable them to continue 
living with pride and dignity despite the destruction. 

Our work now in South Lebanon is to assist people to continue their social 
and psychological resistance. We know from our history of work in relation to ex-
detainees, that the women, the children, the families, and the communities in the 
South will provide us with lessons. We will be working together. The people will 
teach us. We will not be working among weak people, or broken people. We will 
be facing people who are full of life and we will work together. They will give us 
psychological power. They will rehabilitate us at the same time that we support 
them. 

In other countries, some ideas about how to respond to trauma can inadvertently 
describe people only as victims, as passive recipients of trauma, as ‘damaged’ … 

This is the opposite of what we need here. I am not even sure if we can say for certain 
that the bombing in the south has caused widespread ‘trauma’. I cannot honestly 
say that the people with whom I met have been ‘traumatised’. Instead, I think we 
need to study and write about ways of supporting psychological resistance. 

Maybe we should create a new psychology … one that honours psychological 
resistance … a Lebanese psychology perhaps! Our demonstrations, our memorials, 
our actions which bring people together, I believe this is psychology. I believe this 
honours psychological resistance. 

From this short extract of this interview, Mohammad Safa creates the context 
for a new field of practice, one that is distinctly Lebanese in spirit, but one that may 
also be helpful in different war-torn contexts. 

Checklists

Within contexts of war and armed conflict, one common approach that we see in 
many of our travels is the use of various assessment tools to calculate and determine 
whether individuals are suffering from what is often referred to as ‘post-traumatic 
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stress disorder’. Our colleagues in Lebanon had been sent various assessment tools 
of this kind. These psychological measuring tools enquire into the prevalence and 
diversity of various symptoms of traumatic stress disorder. These checklists are 
used to ask individuals if they are demonstrating various symptoms and, if so, how 
often they are experiencing these. They are a number of pages long. Those that I 
saw in Lebanon had been translated into Arabic and were being recommended for 
use with those who had survived the bombings in the South.

The problem is, these conventional ‘trauma’ checklists only elicit a problem-
saturated account of identity. In fact, they can contribute to creating a storyline 
of identity of damage and dysfunction. I do not wish to diminish in any way 
the importance of acknowledging the effects of trauma and in providing people 
who have been subjected to violence and war a place to be able to speak of their 
experiences. But inviting people who have endured bombing only to speak of 
symptoms of trauma seems fraught. In the Lebanese context, this would overlook 
almost everything that Mohammad Safa described in the interview above.

In response to this circumstance, and in consultation with Mohammad Safa, 
I drew up an alternative checklist. This is a checklist for signs of social and 
psychological resistance. It can be used in conjunction with conventional ‘trauma’ 
forms if this is necessary, or it can be used in place of them. This form is still in 
development and is yet to be extensively trialled. But I wish to share it here as it 
provides a structure for practitioners to enquire about the prevalence and diversity 
of acts of psychological and social resistance. 

It is arranged to be read from right to left because Arabic reads in this direction 
(see pp.132–133). 

A checklist for signs of social and psychological resistance

You will notice that this checklist seeks out the sorts of examples of psychological 
and social resistance described by Mohammad Safa on his visit to the south. You 
will also notice that it is incomplete. There is space left for new categories of social 
and psychological resistance to be added. I don’t in any way wish to imply that 
this checklist would be of relevance in other cultural contexts, or other contexts 
of military attack. The aim of sharing it here is not to give the impression that 
we wish to create a ‘standardised checklist of social and psychological resistance’ 
that can be used unchanged in different contexts! In fact, the opposite is the case.  
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  Many  More than
  times once Once  PART 1: DURING ATTACK  
     
     Tried to protect themselves during attack:  1 

physically and/or emotionally  
     Displayed acts of caring, concern, comfort for  2 

others during attack (may include caring for  
children or other adults) 

     Received comfort from others during the attack  3 
(was able to take this in) 

    Displayed acts of caring for oneself during attack 4
    Displayed acts of dignity or pride during attack 5
     Found ways to hold onto hope during attack:  6 

may include spiritual, religious practices  
    Displayed acts of bravery during attack 7
     Found ways to encourage others during the attack 8
     Tried to stay connected to others during the attack  9 

(either in person or via radio) 
     Found ways to stay in touch with what is precious  10 

to them about life during the attack

  
 Many  More than
  times once 

Once PART 2: AFTER ATTACK
  

      Displaying acts of caring, concern, comfort for others  11
    after attack (may include children or other adults) 
     Receiving comfort from others (is able to take this in)  12
     Taking steps to try to reclaim items of significance  13 

from the destruction 
     Making plans to rebuild what has been destroyed,  14 

or to build new lives 
     Speaking with others, or listening to others, about  15 

experiences during the attack in ways that contribute  
to feeling joined and stronger  

     Displaying acts of dignity or pride despite living  16 
amidst destruction



133Collective Narrative Practice

 Many  More than
  times once 

Once PART 2: AFTER ATTACK
     
     Able to find joy in small moments within life 17
    Able to connect with humour, irony in life 18
     Linking with others through song, music, prayer, art,  19 

& so on, to share experiences, sorrows, hopes & dreams 
     Finding ways to take action either individually or with  20 

others that are in accord with what he/she hopes or  
dreams for their life 

    

 Many  More than
  times once 

Once
 

 PART 3: HONOURING AND REMEMBERING
    THOSE WHO HAVE BEEN LOST 

    Remembering those who have died 21
    Joining with others in this remembrance  22
     Honouring the lives of those who have been lost:  23 

through sharing stories about them 
      Honouring the lives of those who have been lost:  24 

through religious practice  
      Honouring the lives of those who have been lost:  25 

through tears and sorrow 
      Honouring the lives of those who have been lost:  26 

through rituals, ceremonies, memorials, songs, art  
      Finding ways to speak about what the person who has  27 

died contributed to others and how this legacy of their  
life is continuing 

      Honouring the lives of those who have been lost by  28 
taking actions that are in accordance with the values  
and wishes of the person(s) who have died  
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I am hoping that this example of a checklist developed in a particular cultural 
context may, in turn, inspire workers in other contexts to develop their own diverse 
versions. 

This checklist is not designed to be an ‘assessment tool’ but instead a 
‘conversational guide’ to provide practitioners with ways of eliciting and 
acknowledging the skills of social and psychological resistance that local people 
are demonstrating in their responses to devastation. I would not suggest that it is 
given out to people to fill in alone, but instead is used to spark conversations either 
with individuals, groups, families or local communities. 

One of the reasons why conventional checklists are used pervasively is that 
they provide professionals with a structure or a guide to their conversations. It 
can be overwhelming for workers to know what to do after a military attack or 
any incident that has the potential to cause widespread hardship. It is hoped that 
these supplementary checklists of social and psychological resistance can assist 
practitioners in shaping double-storied conversations (Denborough, 2005; White, 
2007).

It seems particularly relevant to develop easy-to-use methodologies to assist in 
these circumstances because in many war-torn countries there is not the time nor 
the resources to train professionals to respond to trauma. There are, however, very 
many community members totally dedicated to their people who will already be 
trying to support their neighbours, friends, and so on. It’s our hope that checklists 
of social and psychological resistance may prove a helpful guide.

How this sort of checklist can be used

We provide the following guidelines as to how such a checklist can be used to 
gather and share particular stories and, by doing so, sustain social and psychological 
resistance. 

 As you move through the checklist with the individual/family/group/1. 
community, invite them to note which signs of social and psychological 
resistance people have been displaying, and how often they have noticed 
these, and mark this on the checklist. 

 If they mention other forms of social and psychological resistance that do 2. 
not easily fit into any of the categories listed, then make up a new category 
and include this in the checklist. 
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 Each time a sign of social and psychological resistance is acknowledged, 3. 
gather the stories of how people have displayed social and psychological 
resistance. Ask about when, where, how, and why people displayed these 
acts of resistance. In doing so, you will hear more about people’s particular 
skills and knowledge of social and psychological resistance.

 Where possible, try to ask about the 4. history of these skills and knowledges. 
Where did they learn these skills? Who did they learn them from? This 
will link their current efforts to the lives of other significant people in their 
history. 

 Where possible, find some way to record these stories so that they can then 5. 
be shared with others. Ask permission from the person if they would be 
happy for this to take place: if they would be willing for you to share their 
stories of how they socially and psychologically resisted with others who 
have also been through similar difficult times. This will enable the person to 
experience making a contribution to the lives of others.

 After you have shared their stories and ideas with others, find some way 6. 
that messages can be passed back to the person to indicate that their stories 
of social and psychological resistance are making a difference to other 
people’s lives.

This sort of sharing of stories can sustain social and psychological resistance in 
even the hardest of circumstances. 

The checklist in action

I will now share an example of the sorts of stories that can be unearthed through 
the use of this checklist. This is an example of a practitioner using the checklist with 
an individual, whereas it can just as easily be used with groups or communities. 

The example below is written by Razi Shachar3, an Israeli practitioner, who has 
used the checklist in her work with Yonat, a young Israeli woman. 

Yonat is a young woman in her early thirties. She is married and is raising two 
daughters. A few days after the Second War in Lebanon had broken out, and while 
pregnant with her second daughter, Yonat was notified that her younger brother 
Yiftach, a paratroop officer in the Israeli Defense Force, had been killed in South 




