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Abstract
Social identity approach (SIA) research shows that commu-
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communities are unaware of their role in fostering victimi-
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zation, others actively deny their role and responsibility to
restore justice. We explore these processes by investigating
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experiences of community violence and collective justiceseeking among Albanian survivors of dictatorial crimes. Survivors (N = 27) were interviewed, and data were analysed
using theoretical thematic analysis guided by the SIA. The
analysis reveals the diverse ways communities can become
harmful ‘Social Curses’. First, communities in their various
forms became effective perpetrators of fear and control
(e.g., exclusion and/or withholding ingroup privileges) during the dictatorship because of the close relationship
between communities and their members. Second, communities caused harm by refusing to accept responsibility for
the crimes, and by undermining attempts at collective
action to address injustices. This lack of collective
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accountability also fosters survivors' feelings of exclusion
and undermines their hope for systematic change. Implications for SIA processes relating to health/wellbeing (both
Social Cure and Curse) are discussed. We also discuss implications for understanding collective action and victimhood.
KEYWORDS

appraisal, collective victimization, coping, justice, social curse,
social identities
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I N T RO DU CT I O N

Purposeful collective human rights violations (hereafter referred to as collective victimization, for example, war, dictatorship, colonization) are historically and geographically widespread (Marshall & Cole, 2008). Survivors' responses
vary based in part on whether they have access to group-based resources that enable them to make sense of and
cope with these events (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). For example, collective recognition of the experiences can make
survivors feel understood, leading to increased perceived efficacy to cope with the experiences, while collective
denial promotes a sense of being ignored and reduces one's ability to cope (Kellezi & Reicher, 2012; Twali, Hameiri,
Vollhardt, & Nadler, 2020). Collective recognition is an example of a Transitional Justice Mechanisms (TJM), aimed at
promoting peace, reconciliation and social reconstruction (Nagy, 2008). Closely related TJMs include accountability
(holding perpetrators accountable for their crimes) and truth and reconciliation (establishing the truth and restoring
or rebuilding relationships between groups in conflict; Lambourne, 2013). TJMs (or their absence) may shape survivors' efforts to make sense of and cope with their victimization (Kellezi et al., 2021). However, most research on
TJMs focusses on intergroup processes (i.e., the dynamics that occur between the perpetrator and survivor groups).
This is not surprising, as collective victimization (unlike other types of disasters), is motivated by group memberships,
and shaped by the collective socio-political context (Bilali & Vollhardt, 2019).
However, collective victimization often aims to change the nature of intragroup experiences, using groups as
weapons by destroying the psychologically-important connections that victims once shared with valued groups
(e.g., families) and instilling a shared and widespread sense of insecurity, exclusion and isolation across space and
time (Innes & Steele, 2013). Hence, analysis of both intragroup and intergroup processes is required to fully understand how survivors experience, make sense of and cope with collective victimization. The Social Identity Approach
(SIA) therefore provides an ideal framework for such an analysis.

2 | G R O U P - B A S E D A P P R A I SA L A N D R E S P O N S E S T O C O L L E C T I V E
VICTIMIZATION
The SIA postulates that groups with which we identify (i.e., those to which we feel a subjective sense of belonging)
influence the way we feel, think, act and relate to others who we perceive to be members of our groups (in-groups)
or other groups (out-groups) (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). One of the features of SIA is the expectation that fellow group
member will behave in a prototypical way (i.e., embodying the attitudes, conduct and even appearance of a valued
prototypical group member; Hornsey & Jetten, 2004). Group identification even benefits our health and wellbeing,
as evidenced by the ‘Social Cure’ approach, or Social Identity Approach to Health (for a review, see Jetten, Haslam, &
Haslam, 2012). The Social Cure benefits relate to increased exchange of support (Haslam, Reicher, & Levine, 2012)
and increased ability to cope with stressors (Haslam & Reicher, 2006). These benefits can help people cope with
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collective victimization. For example, identification with specific groups (e.g., family or nation) can buffer negative
health outcomes commonly experienced in the aftermath of traumatic events (e.g., depression and anxiety; for a
review see Muldoon, Lowe, Jetten, Cruwys, & Haslam, 2021). Feeling connected to a group allows survivors to reappraise their traumatic experience in more positive group-related terms (e.g., by advancing the collective goals of a
valued ethnic group through fighting a war; Kellezi & Reicher, 2012) and leads to expectations that effective and
appropriate ingroup social support will be available during and after collective victimization (Kellezi & Reicher, 2014).
Therefore, in addition to individual-level forms of coping, group identification facilitates collective forms of coping in
the face of stressors and can encourage collective action to address injustices (Haslam & Reicher, 2006; van
Zomeren, Leach, & Spears, 2012).
There can also be a negative side – a ‘Social Curse’ – associated with group memberships in the context of collective victimization (Kellezi & Reicher, 2012). In these circumstances, perpetrators can use group affiliations as
weapons by separating victims from valued groups (such as families; Kellezi et al., 2021) or victimising people in ways
that violate important ingroup norms to engender ostracism (e.g., gender-based sexual victimization which violates
norms of women as sexually pure and chaste, Misra, 2015). This leads to a doubly negative appraisals of the experience (first due to the event itself and then due to the resultant loss of ingroup support; Kellezi & Reicher, 2014) and
echoes wider evidence of the social pain and distress that results from being rejected by valued groups
(e.g., Williams, 2007). In the present research, we examined the important role played by social groups in affecting
how people experience, appraise and cope with collective victimization within their communities; a topic explored in
more depth in the next section.

3 | C O M M U N I T I E S A N D T H E I R R O L E I N A P P R A I S A L OF A N D C O P I N G
WI T H C O L L E CTI V E V I C TI M I ZA T I O N
A ‘community’ is typically defined as a group of people linked by common ties and perspectives and engaging in a
specific setting or location (MacQueen et al., 2001). By their nature, many collective victimization events are geographically bounded, that is, perpetrated against members of geographical communities, leading to shared experiences of the events. However, communities are also psychological entities. In SIA terms, social identities can operate
at multiple level of abstraction (e.g., family, community, national groups). These different categorizations can be
more/less salient (i.e., psychologically activated) depending on the specific context and on the individual's level of
identification with that particular group (Haslam, Powell, & Turner, 2000). As such, the label ‘community’ in this
paper refers to groups in which daily life takes place for most people (e.g., education, work, neighbourhood) and
within which people feel a meaningful sense of connection with others. This wider definition enables us to analyse
social identity processes that take place within groups established through participation in common activities
(e.g., education settings, work settings) and shared geographical locations (e.g., neighbourhoods or nations). Sharing
experiences with others in such contexts can help forge community identification (Eyerman, 2004), which can
then lead to the beneficial psychological processes identified by Social Cure research (e.g., social support, social
cohesion and wellbeing; McNamara et al., 2021) and better health outcomes (Al-Krenawi, Slonim-Nevo, Maymon, &
Al-Krenawi, 2001).
Like other groups, communities in their various forms can influence how survivors appraise events, thereby
shaping the forms of coping that are available to them (Leach, 2020). Importantly, this influence can be either positive (e.g., by allowing survivors to positively reframe their suffering as having supported the community, or providing
the mutual exchange of support; Drury, 2018), or negative (e.g., by shaming survivors and withholding support due
to the perceived norm-violating nature of the events; Kellezi & Reicher, 2014). The SIA predicts that intragroup community processes, such as creating and maintaining a psychological connection to the community, could provide several potential coping resources for the survivors (e.g., establishing community leaders, building community
knowledge and skills) during and in the aftermath of events as they fight for justice and attempt to redress harms
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(Schultz et al., 2016) or inequalities (Campbell & Jovchelovitch, 2000). Similarly, collective action research predicts
that communities can be powerful allies for addressing social injustices through collective action in times of peace
(Drury, 2018). Likewise, the Social Identity Model of Collective Action (SIMCA) argues that group identifications provide the basis for appraisal of collective actions as appropriate (e.g., through the perception of group based-injustice
and willingness to protect key moral group beliefs through collective action) and as possible (e.g., through the
perception of the group's ability to achieve its aims; Van Zomeren, Kutlaca, & Turner-Zwinkels, 2018).
On the other hand, communities can exert harm, for example by the denial of victimization (Bilali &
Vollhardt, 2019), and silencing, blaming, or shaming victims, which can have negative impacts on survivors and maintain community distrust (Maercker & Muller, 2004). These harms can also be exerted in circumstances where community members have been the perpetrators of the collective victimization, or at least have acted in ways that aided
the perpetrators' aims, sometimes out of fear for their own lives. Social identity perspectives would suggest that
when communities (at both local and national levels) are complicit in collective victimization, this might not only
undermine the extent to which community-based identities can provide a Social Cure-type coping resource for
victims during and in the aftermath of the victimization, but it may also undermine solidarity and cohesion within the
community group (Drury, 2018). The present paper sought to explore these SIA processes in the experiences of
Albanian collective victimization survivors.

4

|

T H E R E S E A R C H CO NT E X T

The dictatorship in Albania started at the end of World War Two and ended in 1991. Political opponents and those perceived as a threat to the regime (and their families) were persecuted harshly. The Institute for the Study of the Communist
Crimes (2021) in Albania found that the dictatorial regime (thereafter the regime) killed 6,027 people, imprisoned 34,135
and interned 59,009 in concentration/working camps for political reasons. Those targeted by the regime, known by others
and themselves to the present day as the ‘persecuted group’, attribute responsibility for their suffering to the state, the
dictator, those giving orders, and those carrying out the orders (Kellezi & Doak, n.d.), which includes communities.
Any community member could become a bystander or a perpetrator in a context of widespread dictatorial pressure and/or threat. While many community members would face direct consequences if they did not collaborate
with the regime in public, it was possible on occasions (especially in private) to help and support the persecuted
(Kellezi et al., 2021). Understanding the psychological significance of this community complicity requires appreciation
of how strongly bonded the community was at this time. This bondedness was, in part, due to the collective culture
and the deliberate efforts by the regime to encourage frequent intragroup contact and engagement in shared activities (behaviours which are known to promote community identification; Bowe et al., 2021). These included voluntary
neighbourhood work on Sundays, mandatory yearly military training for adults, a six-day working/studying week for
employees and students, regular cultural and political collective celebrations and events in neighbourhoods/
educational institutions/work settings, meetings to discuss community issues, community involvement in one's family life, etc. As such, Albania provides an ideal context to investigate group-based experiences of collective victimization perpetrated in part by community members, as well as the long-term impact of these experiences in the
dictatorship's aftermath. In the thirty years since the fall of the dictatorship, only a few transitional justice reforms
have taken place (Austin & Ellison, 2008) including a small-scale investigation and convictions for financial abuses
perpetrated by some of the political elite (in 1993–1994), poorly applied Lustration processes (in the 1990s;
Elbasani & Lipinski, 2013), inditement of twenty-four senior communist officials under the Genocide Law (in 1994),
and the start of the economic compensation of former political prisoners (in the early 1990s; Kalemaj, 2021). In
2010, the Albanian Parliament approved the Institute for the Study of the Crimes and Consequences of Communism,
and a few years later the Authority for Information of Former State Security Documents was established. These
changes, together with the recent opening of two commemorative museums, have contributed to a reinvigorated
desire to address the past, which the present study aimed to capture.
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The present paper thus uses the SIA as a theoretical lens through which to investigate the survivors' experiences
of dictatorial crimes and the role of the community as both an intergroup and intragroup context. While the distinction between intragroup and intergroup processes is not always clear or possible to determine (Twali et al., 2020),
partly due to the variable and contested boundaries of the ‘communities’ at play (neighbourhood, national, region,
local people, government, victims, perpetrators), both intragroup and intergroup experiences are of relevance in the
context of the present study, where perpetrators (and/or those who aided perpetrators) share community group
memberships with survivors.

5

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

|

1. How are survivors' experiences of dictatorial crimes and consequences shaped by their community membership?
2. What are the community barriers and facilitators to seeking collective justice for dictatorial crimes?

6
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6.1

|

Participants

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 27 survivors of the dictatorial crimes by three experienced native researchers (including the first and last author). Participants (or their parents) were part of
the persecuted group, and experienced violation of core human rights (e.g., imprisonment, internment,
killed). Participants were recruited with the help of organizations working with the persecuted group,
personal contacts of the researchers and snowballing. Details of the sample and interview questions are
provided in Table 1.

TABLE 1

Participant and interview details

Participant and
study characteristics

Details

Gender

17 males (63%), 10 females (37%)

Age

Mage (63 years; 30–84 years)

Recruitment strategy

1. Organizations working with survivors (Institute for the Study of the
consequences and crimes of communism)
2. Personal contacts
3. Snowbolling

Dates of interviews

August 2016–June 2017

Place of interview

All participants were interviewed and were residing in Albania

Interview length

Mlength (86.9 minutes; 32–240 minutes)

Interview topic guide:
General information

Can you tell me about yourself/your family?

Experiences of the dictatorship

What happened to you during the dictatorship?

Understandings of crimes and
perpetrators

Why did you think this happened to you?
Who was responsible for what happened?

TJMs

What changes have happened since the end of the dictatorship?
Who is responsible for executing these changes?

Life in the present

How would you describe your life today?

6

KËLLEZI ET AL.

FIGURE 1

6.2

|

The 6 steps of the thematic analysis

Analytic technique

Interviews were audio-recorded with the consent of the participants. Transcribed audio-recordings were analysed
using theoretical thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021) guided by the SIA. The study used a phenomenological
and contextualist approach by exploring participants' experiences and acknowledging individual-meaning making
(essentialist approach) and the social context within which these experiences take place (constructionist approach).
The analysis was both inductive and deductive in nature. For example, the experiences of community control as part
of the life during the dictatorship were identified through the participants' own accounts (inductive approach). As
participants described what life during the dictatorship was like, they elaborated in depth on how much they were
affected by the community's reactions and behaviour towards them. These experiences were then explored through
the lens of the SIA (deductive approach) where group processes of exclusion and denial of members' experiences
helped explain why and how community groups affected wellbeing. Similarly, the negative experiences of lack of
community support were identified from the participants' accounts (inductive approach) as they are not key features
of transitional justice theories or research. Here again, SIA enabled insight into how this lack of support constituted a
Social Curse (deductive approach). Braun and Clarke's (2021) six steps of analysis were undertaken to provide a rigorous analysis of the sections of the transcripts relating to the research questions, focussing on semantic and latent
meanings and aiming to provide a rich presentation of core theoretical themes. Full details of the Braun and
Clarke's (2021) analysis steps can be found in Figure 1.

6.3

|

Analysis

Two key themes were developed in the analysis. The first is comprised of two subthemes and relates to local acts of
control perpetrated by community members (Subtheme 1.2) and withholding ingroup memberships and privileges
(Subtheme 1.2). The second theme relates to the role of community in addressing past victimization.
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Theme 1: Community complicity in mass human rights violations
Theme 1 illustrates how prevalent Social Curse processes were during the dictatorship, due to the shared social identities between perpetrators and the persecuted. This shared identity meant communities could be used by the State
as a weapon with which to harm the persecuted. Firstly, shared community identity enabled shared living spaces and
activities and this closeness facilitated acts of control (Subtheme 1). It also provided a context for more insidious
techniques, such as denying persecuted people access to ingroup/community privileges (Subtheme 2).
Subtheme 1.1: Local acts of control perpetrated by community members. When asked about life during the dictatorship,
participants shared multiple and varied accounts of rights violations and suffering. However, one key feature of the
accounts of suffering was how the State had devised strategies to impose control and fear on everyone, especially
the persecuted group, by enlisting community members to ‘call out’ and even punish any potentially dissident behaviour they observed. This context of community surveillance led participants to feel constant concern about how they
could be perceived, as described by Ana below.
I: What was your life like during the dictatorship?
Ana: A chain, a chain of barriers and surveillance (…) You would feel surveillance in school from the
teachers, the head. (…) as you grew up and started to understand, you would feel it from the neighbours.
We felt it (…). Of the four neighbours surrounding us, three, without exaggerations had a mission from the
State Security. (…) so they were vigilant towards any enemy action we might undertake.
I: How would you notice this?
Ana: (…) During my father's public trial, they made reference to the fact that enemies (including her father)
collaborate, support each-other. They repeated exactly the words exchanged (with another neighbour
whose family was interned).
This surveillance affected residents' behaviour, causing them to be guarded in terms of how they behaved, interacted with others and even dressed:
I: How was your life affected by the events you described? From the imprisonment of your father, to working in harsh conditions, and denial of education?
Artur: (…)We maintained awareness and self-protection. (…) For example, if I had a little money, I would
buy a pair of trousers and I would not wear them in the village because they would say ‘Ooo, this bourgeois1! Look, the people's money is being used by these enemies’ (…) So, I would buy the suit, and I would
wear it in the capital as in the village it would get a full inspection.
Thus, community life facilitated easy observation of other's everyday behaviours (clothing in Artur's account, or
conversations in Ana's account). Community members could make the persecuted group especially feel controlled
and monitored, and could direct aggressive comments (‘this bourgeois’) at the persecuted group to highlight this
power. This surveillance at the community level could not function in this all-encompassing manner without the participation and collaboration by fellow community members. This challenges traditional social psychological understandings of the community, which have predominantly demonstrated community to be a force for social cohesion
and wellbeing (McNamara et al., 2021) as well as a place for positive change and the addressing of inequalities
(Campbell & Jovchelovitch, 2000), rather than as being complicit in oppression. In this context, community groups
had the tools to identify ‘enemy behaviour’ though regulating events, types of clothing and interactions with people.
In SIA terms, these actions relate to groups exerting control through maintaining group-specific norms and values
and punishing or excluding those that are perceived to violate such norms and values (Kellezi & Reicher, 2014;
Marques & Paez, 1994), thus creating intragroup division. In this context, it was the state that defined many of the
group norms and values.
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The participants referred to heightened awareness and self-protection to reflect the constant nature of this
threat, which community ties enabled to spread to every area of life that was shared with others. This forced the persecuted group to behave in ways that prevented them from standing out.
I: You just mentioned those imprisoned for political beliefs. Did they experience prison differently
from those targeted at random?
Bora: (…) When convicting them (those perceived as threat to the regime) they (the regime) would
make up all the evidence, they would bring 3–4 witnesses. (…) Obviously when you went to work,
you kept our mouth shut. I remember my parent saying, (…) Do not say anything they can use against
you. And second, pretend you do not see what is happening around you, so they do not call you as a
witness. Pretend you do not see so you do not harm others. Keep your head down.
‘Blending in’ to the community by behaving in a prototypical way as a fellow group member thus involved
embodying the norms created and expected by the regime (Hornsey & Jetten, 2004), and doing so reduced the
risk of being targeted. However, the risks within communities went beyond a need to avoid standing out as a
non-prototypical member (as in Ana's and Artur's accounts). As Bora explains, there was also a risk of being
forced to give testimony against other persecuted individuals within their community. Like Artur, Bora's account
highlights the challenges of living near fellow community members and under the power of the regime: not only
can others see your behaviour, but you can observe theirs, so you could be called (even forced) to present evidence against them, and even to fabricate that evidence. Thus, the boundaries of community group identities
were unpredictable, and community members could be thrust into hostile intergroup contexts with fellow community members. This created a constant sense of community-based fear where people were suspicious of each
other, as well as deepening divisions between those who were perceived to be regime supporters and the persecuted. These fluid and unpredictable group boundaries within communities prevented the fulfilment of psychological needs which are usually met via social group membership, such as possessing a sense of meaning and
control (Greenaway, Cruwys, Haslam, & Jetten, 2016), collective continuity (Sani et al., 2007) and uncertainty
reduction (Hogg & Abrams, 1993).
Bora's account also highlights the arbitrary nature of the persecution at the state level (where evidence was
made up). While this illustrates how each individual was at risk from the regime, thus pointing to experiences of
individualization, the harm was enacted through the use of what Ana describes as ‘vigilance’, which took place
at a local community level. This control strategy turned the groups into a source of danger, judgement, fear and
mistrust, rather than a source of support and belonging. SIA research on the wellbeing benefits of groups typically suggests that during times of distress (such as the arbitrariness of regime punishment), turning to group
members could facilitate coping and aid sense-making (Drury, 2018; Kellezi et al., 2021), whilst creating a shared
framework of understanding and prosocial behaviour in the group (Haslam et al., 2012). However, in the case of
the dictatorship, the changed nature of group relations meant that people were unable to seek vital support
from fellow community members, whilst also struggling to identify who was a trustworthy ingroup ally, and who
was involved in surveillance. Bora discusses the social cost of this: rather than being able to engage in supportive interactions within her co-workers, she had to ‘keep (her) head down’. Another key feature is that group
members would be called to harm (e.g., testify against) other group members, and thus become complicit in the
aggression. In social identity terms, this would violate group bonds: something that later generations would find
hard to accept and forgive (Wohl, Branscombe, & Klar, 2006; see also Theme 2). The regime had thus weaponized the community's social cure potential, transforming this shared identity into a conduit for social curse
processes.
Luli also describes how the regime's success was due to its ability to make individuals afraid to interact with each
other. While he was reflecting on the regime's extreme actions, the interviewer asked him to discuss what his life
was like during the dictatorship, which prompted accounts of anxiety and excessive rumination:
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Luli: A very strong psychological pressure, that when you arrive home you go to the toilet and you
think- ‘What have I said at work and whom have I spoken to’? (…) Even when I would go to bed I
would think: Whom did I meet? What did I say? (…) What did he say? What does it mean? (…) This is
terrible because sometimes one needs to meet a friend and have a coffee to talk about one's
problems.
Luli's thoughts were dominated by worries around his interactions with others, and whether they may tell the
regime about things he had said or done. He describes the painful conflict that interactions (in this case, at work) caused, because it meant he was unable to relax and seek social support to make sense and cope better with these
worries (‘one's problems’). Trust and communication are fundamental requirements for mutual exchange of group
support (Haslam et al., 2012), especially when seeking help during crisis (Kellezi et al., 2021). Group members usually
trust bonded fellow group members within communities they identify with because they share space and frequently
engage, and know a great deal about each other's lives. Tragically, however, it is precisely this shared group membership and physical proximity that made these community spies so powerful.
Subtheme 1.2: Withholding ingroup membership and privileges. A subtler form of group-based harm involved exclusion
from the ingroup. Participants spoke of exclusion from community events and denial of community privileges
afforded to others. Samira in responding to the question about life in dictatorship (the first question in the interview),
explains how a car collected her family and some of their belongings at short notice and drove them to an
unwelcoming new town:
Samira: They left us [the whole family] in the middle of the streets in [city name]. (…) We grew up in
exceedingly difficult conditions in [name of city] and none spoke to us. They [the new community]
would look at us as if we were not human, but as if we were animals. (…) even when I got married, I
would be in hiding. I would not tell my husband's family our history, my biography.2 Please believe
me! I would stay masked, because I was scared that they would say – ‘Leave and go away from our
family’. We were branded. We had fear in our soul. They would see us with fear as if we were gogola
(monsters). We were not gogola, we were the cream of the nation. The best families, the best educated, intellectuals who knew life and wanted a beautiful life. These were all persecuted.
Communities had the power (whether forced or not) to define group boundaries and chose to exclude individuals and families. This is a strong form of social ostracism, which has been shown in even mild forms to be distressing
and painful (Williams, 2007). This was especially difficult when the persecuted and their families were forcibly moved
to remote areas (i.e., interment) leading to physical separation from wider family and loss of important connections –
the situation described by Samira. However, the maltreatment did not stop at passive exclusion (which could simply
reflect the communities' own fear of interacting with the persecuted). Instead, communities could actively dehumanize the persecuted by treating them as if they were ‘animals' or ‘monsters’. To address this dehumanization, Samira
reappraises the harm in group terms by describing the regime's desire to victimize the persecuted group as being due
to the threat that the persecuted group posted to the regime. Others, like Bora, could not reappraise their experiences in any positive light, focussing instead on the unfairness of the deliberate harming of people who posed no
threat to the regime. In reflecting on her life during the dictatorship (the first question asked in the interview3), Bora
spontaneously highlighted many instances of the pain of community harm:
Bora: I was 5 and a half. I went home crying (…) and told my mum that they took me out of the art
group and the nursery nurse told me to go home. I cried and asked why. I learned later that I had a
bad biography. This is the first exposure of a child that is offended at that age [the first experience of
harm at an early age]. A child facing an injustice and cannot comprehend it. Slowly it started, this
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separation, regular discrimination in school and everywhere else. (…) ‘my grandfather and parents
could have been criminals’,4 but why was I punished? This is pure injustice.
Bora's account reflects those of many others who were persecuted as children during the dictatorship, and who
first discovered their persecuted status via experiencing community exclusion, including removal from the privileges
of education and shared group activities. Participation in group life is an essential element of Social Cure processes,
as it promotes group belonging, connection, trust, and other group-derived benefits (Jetten et al., 2012). However,
these accounts reveal examples of Social Curse processes occurring in such contexts instead. Here, the intragroup
and intergroup boundaries (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) remained blurred and ever shifting. For example, while the persecuted could in some cases notionally maintain group memberships (e.g., attend certain schools, do certain jobs, live in
certain neighbourhoods), they could at any point be excluded, especially when it concerned celebrating group
achievements (i.e., relationships would then become intergroup). Other forms of exclusion and marginalization could
be less explicit but no less painful, as Elma's account illustrates when asked about life during the dictatorship:
Elma: (…) Even among friends, even though we made extraordinary attempts to be equal, even then,
there was a moment the friendship group, willingly or not, would show you the rank to which you
belonged. That you were the niece of a landowner,5 [which they'd say] only to offend us.
Thus, even friendship groups could maintain the blurred, shifting boundaries of community membership, because
friends could remind you of your persecuted status and place you at the margins of that more intimate friendship
community. This kept the persecuted on constant alert, as the threat of exclusion and marginalization was never far
away. Given the efforts undertaken to communicate the value of community connections for those deemed acceptable (through the many activities outlined in the introduction), this pervasive threat of exclusion (in neighbourhoods,
workplaces, schools, activity groups) was an extraordinarily successful strategy that delivered systemic marginalization and victimhood via community-based social groups.
Theme 1 highlights how the regime exploited the cultural importance, psychological significance and physical
proximity of communities and repurposed them as a tool of persecution. This transformed the curative potential of
the groups in times of crisis and threat from the state (support, sharing, solidarity), leading instead to mobilization of
communities as facilitators of Social Curse (via control, rejection, fear and exclusion) (Kellezi & Reicher, 2014).
Although communities frequently failed the persecuted during the dictatorship, they now have the contemporary
potential to support justice acquisition.

Theme 2: The role of communities in addressing past victimization
Theme 2 outlines the value of collectively dealing with (or failing to deal with) historical victimization. When asked
about the overall justice reforms after the dictatorship, the participants emphasized the role of local communities
and wider society in the acquisition of justice. While local community memberships have changed substantially with
the movement of people since the end of dictatorship, community ties are maintained with other Albanians who
have lived through the dictatorship and the aftermath. As we will see in this theme, the collective accountability at
community level is now seen reflected across Albanian society. This theme focusses on the importance of and consequences of lack of collective accountability and truth acknowledgment at community and society level.
I: You just mentioned that it is important to ask high school students about their knowledge of the
past. Can you elaborate on this idea of knowledge of history and past harm?
Bora: The transparency [about crimes and responsibilities] enables a democratic culture. So, if you do
not reflect about the past and the way the current democracy is frauded, you remain oppressed, do
not ask for your rights (…) They [the communists] ensured the democratic culture was oppressed (…)
and this has consequences for the present. (…) You as citizen have the responsibility, towards yourself

KËLLEZI ET AL.

11

and future generations, like we all do. And if you are not educated with democratic culture to protect
your rights and the rights of others, (…) tomorrow we will all be guilty of the many injustices that are
taking place now. (…) So, it starts from the individual (…) and then moves to the social model where
there have been no punishments. (…) We [persecuted group] are paying the fact that democracy
found us uneducated, we have not forced this person to pay for the crimes. (…) There is a mentality
that needs to be uprooted, and it starts with the transparency about that time [the regime].
Bora's account (like many others) echoes the complexity of achieving justice. In her view, transparency and
accountability, as well as education, will help the persecuted to defend their rights and seek justice for past transgressions. Moreover, the power to call out injustice (to ‘protect your rights and those of others’) depends upon achieving this accountability and transparency in relation to the events of the past. Acknowledging and being educated
about the past provides people with the opportunity to create cognitive alternatives about how the future might be
(e.g., we will work together to fight for our human rights), leading to hope for the future. In SIA terms, these cognitive
alternatives are strategies that are adopted in a divided society (featuring both persecuted and non-persecuted people) to manage and resolve the conflict between the two groups, thereby promoting social change (Haslam &
Reicher, 2006). Importantly the acknowledgement is vital for the persecuted and the wider society, and a key part of
democracy and a ‘democratic culture’.
I: Has media played a role in relation to the persecuted group and crimes of communism?
Bardha: (…)We must write the history of the persecuted. I get very, angry when I hear people say
“We are tired of the persecuted. The whole nation was persecuted’. Do you understand where the
misfortune of our country is? Not all the nation was persecuted, there was a part that really suffered.
Like Bartha, the next account also illustrates the issues around misrecognition of who suffered during the
dictatorship.
I: What about you personally, who do you believe are the guilty ones?
Andi: (…) They [the society] are not willing to accept the truth so they live with the myth of ‘shared
guilt and shared suffering’. (…) There has been no reflection, there has been no attempt to arrive at
the truth. (…) I want the [anniversary of the] revolt in Spaci [a political prison] to become a day of
reflection, meditation. I want critical modules to be developed on the Communist history and to
reflect on it. Need to teach young people about what has happened. (…) otherwise young people will
accept the dictator as a good thing, and accept it as told from their families. And this will lead to a
polarised society (those that condone the regime and those who do not). (…) risks to produce ignorance in the new generation. This leads to repetition of the mistakes and lack of respect for the pain
and sacrifice of the other. (…) And the persecuted, see that there is no escape, so they then focus on
their big hatred towards everyone and self-isolation. They have no hope.
Bardha's and Andi's accounts convey how they view the Albanian society's attempts to reinterpret the accountability for the crimes (‘shared guilt and shared suffering’) to make them appear less serious than they actually were.
These processes minimize responsibility for wrongdoing and prevent the development of a shared group narrative
whereby there is a clearer distinction between perpetrators, bystanders and victims (Bar-Tal, Sharvit, Halperin, &
Zafran, 2012). Andi also explains how non-persecuted members of the society may downplay the severity of the persecuted group's suffering by highlighting how the regime negatively affected the whole nation, thereby ignoring the
specific experiences and suffering of the persecuted group.
For Andi, Bardha and others, lack of collective acknowledgment and accountability (‘no reflection, no truth’)
means that the harm that survivors experienced in the past is not recognised, and this has a direct impact on their
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everyday lives by exacerbating their feelings of alienation, exclusion and hopelessness. This echoes other research
which shows that the acknowledgement of suffering and victimhood can be a key predictor of reconciliation willingness and forgiveness (Bilali & Vollhardt, 2019; Livingstone, Fernández Rodríguez, & Rothers, 2020; Nadler &
Liviatan, 2006). The power of a community to withhold this acknowledgement thus becomes a form of Social Curse,
achieved through redefining the group boundaries and turning potentially useful intragroup relations into problematic intergroup relations (Stevenson, McNamara, & Muldoon, 2014).
Participants also highlighted that the society is polarized (into those who supported the regime and those who
did not) through diverging accounts of the crimes. This can be understood as a schism (Sani & Reicher, 1998) caused
by the lack of a shared understanding of the past, as well as a lack of collective acknowledgement of the suffering
which occurred. Andi, Bardha (and other participants) illustrate how the communication of experiences is undermined by group members in ways that prevent mobilization to fight for justice. This means that to even be allowed a
basic involvement in the community, people must choose not to express their grievances and feelings of victimhood.
‘Belonging’ thus became contingent on silence, which inhibits the formation of alternative social identities and communities of support (Smith, Thomas, & McGarty, 2015). Notions of unity or the need to avoid divisions were thus
used to actively define local and national identity in ways that prevent their mobilization as coping resources for survivors, by positioning those seeking justice as divisive.
Other participants reported other forms of denial of their suffering when recounting how supporters of the
regime praised the regime publicly, and commemorated the birthday of the dictator by chanting, singing, and displaying the dictator's photographs in the main city squares. Overall, the evidence has revealed a deeply ingrained
need for justice for those specific harms caused by the regime and delivered via the community6 by virtue of the
local identity they shared. Collective accountability within society and local communities has the potential to be a
critical process that could unlock a range of other vital transitional justice mechanisms (e.g., state accountability,
avoidance of return of dictatorship). Instead, our participants saw their fellow citizens as undermining their efforts
for justice by erasing, through lack of recognition, the suffering of the victims and the horrors of the regime.
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DISCUSSION

Our aim in this paper was to examine the role played by community groups in shaping survivors' experiences,
appraisals and coping following collective victimization in the context of the Albanian dictatorship. Among people
persecuted under the dictatorship, communities were perceived as accountable for perpetrating some of the crimes
for the regime whether by force or choice. For survivors, it was the very nature of their expected social bonds with
such groups (and the emotions, cognitions and actions central to such relationships) which made the harms of exclusion, marginalization and control so impactful in almost every aspect of their lives (a powerful form of ostracism;
Williams, 2007). The collective refusal of accountability and acknowledgment of past crimes could be subtly
expressed, through false representation of suffering as being a ‘shared victimhood’, something everyone experienced, or through more explicit continued praise of the dictatorship without recognition of crimes and persecution.
This lack of accountability and acknowledgement was associated with a profound sense of injustice, with wider
implications for the future as it can impede victims' ability to begin the healing process. At a collective level, it also
undermines justice seeking for as long as there is denial of past accountability and truth. It similarly maintains societal
polarization regarding attitudes towards the regime and maintains the alienation and exclusion of the persecuted.
For survivors, it can lead to a sense of alienation and exclusion from their community and deny them community
belonging, self-esteem and other sources of social support. Participants also feared it would lead to further risk of
harm and undermine the establishment of a democratic society. Thus, lack of accountability/acknowledgment denies
social and psychological needs (for community identification and justice) but also lack of collective support to seek
and obtain other beneficial TJM aiming at redress and compensation (Twali et al., 2020) and rehabilitation
(Patel, 2019).
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C O N TR I B U TI O N T O TH E O R Y

The present research reveals important insights relating to social identity processes, wellbeing, and the impact of collective
victimization. It supports and extends existing research (Kellezi & Reicher, 2012, 2014) contributing to the social identity
analysis of Social Curse processes by showing how intragroup processes make the pain of control, exclusion and marginalization more powerful for the survivors. The present study takes this existing research further by revealing that the social
practices and interactions coupled with the close bonded nature of group memberships (in this case groups embedded
within local communities) form the ideal conditions for exerting control and eliciting fear. The centrality of community to
Albanian culture and the daily life of its members meant that social exclusion, control and marginalization was felt strongly,
making the necessity of operating outside the parameters of community life more psychologically and socially damaging
and difficult to manage (cf. Williams, 2007), particularly as group boundaries and memberships were so unpredictable. The
present research also reveals the long-term Social Curse outcomes linked with perceived inability to obtain justice and recognition for past crimes and victimization, due to a lack of collective accountability and acknowledgement by the perpetrators of previous injustices. Social Identity research has mostly focussed on the Social Cure benefits of collective efficacy
derived from shared fate and identification (Drury et al., 2019). In contrast, the present study links community identities
to lack of efficacy, exclusion and loss of social identity resources, along with a lack of group accountability and acknowledgement. These types of social identity resources are rarely studied withing the Social Cure/Curse tradition (Haslam
et al., 2012). Presence of acknowledgement and thus accountability would provide the first steps towards a sense of justice which could begin to heal collective bonds in the face of community complicity in the harm (Bilali & Vollhardt, 2019;
Livingstone et al., 2020). These would then facilitate collective curative process by enabling moving together into the
future with a cohesive version of group history about which members have a consensus, and following which everyone
feels like they have equal rights and respect.
Lack of collective accountability is also an indication that the persecuted cannot build a broader movement to
support their fight for justice which is an important predictor of collective action in repressive contexts (Ayanian
et al., 2021). In fact, these accounts indicate a need to step beyond the persecuted and non-persecuted division, to
create a new identity that can achieve justice for the whole nation and future generations. Future research should
pay attention into the intragroup needs for dealing with the past to establish positive and equitable new identities
within democratic societies as predicted by SIA research (Smith et al., 2015). This is particularly important in view of
the fact that the present study brings accounts of suffering and need for justice from several generations of survivors, even 30 years after the end of the dictatorship. In fact, our participants argued that the consequences of lack
of justice and redress are likely to be felt for many more decades, and to further impact the wider society.
Accountability and acknowledgement have also been studied more extensively in collective victimhood research.
Unlike previous research focussing on intergroup processes between perpetrator and victim groups (e.g., Bilali &
Vollhardt, 2019), the present work reveals the additional value of understanding intragroup processes (from inside
the community) on collective victimization. The present research highlights intragroup and intergroup processes of
justice and the ways they could take place (e.g., punishment, commemoration of events and places, rewriting of history, collective reflection and education of young generation). The diverse forms of acknowledgment relate to what
Twali et al. (2020) define as a ‘deeper level of acknowledgement’, where the perpetrator group internalizes the harm
such that is becomes an integral part of their identity. In our study, accountability and acknowledgment of harm are
seen as necessary to lead to the transformation of the communities and societies so it can change the problematic
group norms and values inherited from the regime. It is common for intergroup contexts to use ‘competitive victimhood’ (i.e., claims that the in-group has a stronger victim status than the other group) to undermine justice seeking
actions (Bilali & Vollhardt, 2019). Our participants instead made reference to ‘shared victimhood’ being used in collective accounts as a device through which reconciliation and acknowledgement are resisted, by denying the particular victimhood of sections of the population. This reflects the argument that ‘collective’ victimhood perceptions
have complex and contradictory relations with reconciliation and justice-seeking intentions – but extends prior work
by suggesting that ‘shared victimhood’ (as opposed to ‘competitive’ victimhood) can also sometimes be used to
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undermine justice-seeking action. This complexity needs to be account for, as shared rather than exclusive victimhood is seen as more associated with reconciliation orientations (Cohrs, McNeill, & Vollhardt, 2015).
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I M P L I C A T I O N S F O R P O L I C Y A N D P R A CT I C E

Our participants highlighted the different ways in which they believed appropriate group-based accountability and
acknowledgement could be facilitated in a future-oriented, collective and non-punitive form. The participants
suggested transformation of education systems (including developing higher education degrees on the impact of the
dictatorship), collective reflection, learning of democratic values, commemorating the past and writing an accurate
version of that past. These activities could be achieved by training community advocates and using media and art as
forms of education and raising collective awareness, building sympathy, arranging school visits to sites of commemoration, having days of national reflection on different types of crimes of communism (e.g., impact on children, impact
on women, impact on artists etc.; Pearlman, 2013). As our participants and many of those who participate in research
and advocacy have shown, participatory action in research education and community activities is essential
(Tomporowski, 2014). While the focus of the present work is dictatorial crimes specifically, the findings can help
understanding contexts where historical trauma and social injustices are perpetrated as well as maintained through
communities and social identity processes embedded within them.
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ENDNOTES
1

“Bourgeois” is one of the terms that became derogatory during the dictatorship. It was regularly associated with the group
that was persecuted first (and most consistently): landowners and those educated in the West. The regime targeted this
group immediately after the war by execution, imprisonment, and/or confiscating their properties. Their families were also
persistently persecuted until the end of the dictatorship. See also comment 6 for other variations and uses of the term.

2

“Biography” is another term taking on a specific meaning during the regime. Terms like “bad biography” would refer to
someone who had a family member persecuted or even not liked by the regime. The biography was used to decide social
status and access to education, employment, housing, freedom of movement, health and other rights.
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3

This question prompted a long answer of around 20 minutes. In most interviews we found the participants were able to
answer many of our questions before we even asked them, so most interviews became less structured than planned.

4

This is referring to the familial punishment that the dictatorial state practiced, where the families of those accused of
opposing the state were also punished.

5

Kulaku and bejler were terms used to describe those who owned land and property before the regime. These were confiscated and many owners imprisoned, executed, or interned. With time, these become derogatory terms used to describe
those that were perceived to be at odds with the values of the communist regime.

6

In this article the focus is on harms delivered or facilitated by the community. The regime perpetrated many other forms
of violation and harm which did not require community involvement.
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