
The witness: to be seen is to have lived

Rosetta Life

Witnessing stories





Physical witnesses 





Professor Havi Carel

• “illness is also existentially transformative.. people with serious health conditions, ranging from 
paraplegia to renal failure and cancer consistently rank their wellbeing higher than healthy controls” 

• ‘the notion of transformative experience can be used as a springboard for discussions about putative 
futures  - reducing the certainty opens the door to more uncertainty, but also to the possibility of 
imagining a fulfilling life that could nonetheless be a rich and satisfying life “

The art of medicine: illness as transformative experience 
The Lancet vol 388 September 17, 2016



Performance Presence

• The Witness Making visible

• The Empty Space

Holy Theatre: the sacred space that aspires to communicate the 
intangible universal level of experience

• Presence and Improvisation

The Significance of the NOW









The ethics of the witness
• Who is being witnessed?

• What role do they have in their story

• How is their image being used?

• Whose story is it telling?

• Who is the witness?



The medical witness 



The artist as witness 



The Trespassed Body 

• At a conference, I heard historians declare that former camp inmates were documents to them … 
I expressed my surprise. They replied with a friendly smile: ‘Living documents.’ I suddenly saw 
myself transformed into a strange animal caged in a zoo with other rare species. 

• Historians came to examine me, told me to lie down, turned me over and over as you turn the 
pages of a document, and asked me questions, taking notes here and there … The term used at 
the conference seemed to me infinitely shocking. 

• One can go from being a ‘former inmate’ to a ‘witness’, then from ‘witness’ to ‘document’. So 
then, what are we? What am I? 

• —A.Wieviorka, The Era of the Witness These are the words of the survivor Henry Bulawko, cited 
in Annette Wieviorka’s The Era of the Witness. Wieviorka (2006: 129) observes that: ‘In place of 
the complaint of not being able to speak upon returning because no one listened, we now see 
another complaint … that of being all of a sudden dispossessed – but also exploited and reified in 
a competition among various specialists, a competition that undeniably is under way.’



Decolonising the palliative care narrative

• How do we decolonize ourselves?

• Do we need to decolonize our narratives?



A new way forward





Interconnectedness 

• Co creation ?

• How do people take control of how their voice is used?

• The web of good palliative care?







The Person is never the Problem 
It is the obstacles put in their way



• Thank you for listening and for the grace of the gift of your 
generous ears
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