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About the Book

The first free elections in South Africa’s history were held in 1994. Within a year legislation was drafted to create a Truth and Reconciliation Commission to establish a picture of the gross human rights violations committed between 1960 and 1993. It was to seek the truth and make it known to the public and to prevent these brutal events ever happening again. From 1996 and over the following two years South Africans were exposed almost daily to revelations about their traumatic past. Antije Krog’s full account of the Commission’s work using the testimonies of the oppressed and oppressors alike is a harrowing and haunting book in which the voices of ordinary people shape the course of history.

Winner of South Africa’s Sunday Times Alan Paton Award.
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Reporting as Antjie Samuel, the author and her SABC radio team received the Pringle Award for excellence in journalism for their reporting on the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. Krog also won the Foreign Correspondents’ Award for outstanding journalism for her articles on the Truth Commission. She is presently parliamentary editor for SABC radio.

Antjie Krog is married and is the mother of four children.


for every victim
 who had an Afrikaner surname on her lips


Country of My Skull

Antjie Krog
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PUBLISHER’S NOTE

After the unbanning of the African National Congress and the release of Nelson Mandela from prison at the beginning of 1990, South Africans sat down to negotiate an Interim Constitution to guide the country towards its first democratic elections. ANC members in exile were granted indemnity so that they could enter the country to participate in the negotiations at the World Trade Centre in Kempton Park. It was a torturous and sacrificial path, with perpetrator and victim facing each other to negotiate a common future. Busy with South Africa’s future, they knew that they had no choice but to deal with the country’s past. They did so directly in the final clause of the Constitution. This clause, which stated that amnesty would be given, made the elections possible. It read:


The adoption of this Constitution lays the secure foundation for the people of South Africa to transcend the divisions and strife of the past, which generated gross violations of human rights, the transgression of humanitarian principles in violent conflicts and a legacy of hatred, fear, guilt and revenge.

These can now be addressed on the basis that there is a need for understanding but not for vengeance, a need for reparation but not for retaliation, a need for ubuntu [the African philosophy of humanism] but not for victimization.

In order to advance such reconciliation and reconstruction, amnesty shall be granted in respect of acts, omissions and offences associated with political objectives and committed in the course of the conflicts of the past. To this end, Parliament under this Constitution shall adopt a law determining a firm cut-off date which shall be a date after 8 October 1990 and before 6 December 1993 and providing for mechanisms, criteria and procedures, including tribunals, if any, through which such amnesty shall be dealt with at any time after the law has been passed.



In the year after the elections, Parliament’s Justice Portfolio Committee drafted legislation to establish a Truth and Reconciliation Commission. The seventeen-member Commission was given the task of establishing as complete a picture as possible of the causes, nature and extent of the gross human rights violations committed in the period between 1 March 1960 and the cut-off date, by conducting investigations and holding hearings. It also had to facilitate the granting of amnesty to persons who made full disclosure of all the relevant facts relating to acts associated with a political objective. In addition, the Commission was required to restore the human and civil dignity of victims and recommend reparation measures; and to compile a report of its findings and activities and recommend measures to prevent future violations of human rights.

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission as it was duly established consisted of three committees. The first of these was the Human Rights Violations Committee, which had to look into the accounts of victims through hearings and investigations. The second was the Amnesty Committee, which had to evaluate amnesty applications. This Committee had five members, two of whom were Commissioners and three independent Judges; it was totally independent and could not be overruled by the Commission itself. Among other stipulations, the Committee had to apply the Norgard principles to determine whether an application qualified for amnesty. And the third committee was the Reparation and Rehabilitation Committee, which had to formulate a reparation policy to restore and rehabilitate the lives of victims and survivors of human rights violations.

The Commission also had an Investigative Unit and a Research Unit, and was given the powers to subpoena people. It was supposed to finish its work in eighteen months. Broadly stated, the aims of the Commission were to return to victims their civil and human rights; to restore the moral order of the society; to seek the truth, record it, and make it known to the public; to create a culture of human rights and respect for the rule of law; and to prevent the shameful events of the past from happening again.

The first hearings were held in April 1996. Over the following two years, South Africans were exposed almost daily to revelations about their traumatic past. In the cities and in many smaller towns, in improvised courtrooms fashioned out of town halls and community centres and churches, the drama of Apartheid and the struggle against it was played out. The Commission received 20 000 statements from victims, 2 000 of these in public hearings; and it received nearly 8 000 applications for amnesty from perpetrators.

As this book goes to print, the jury is still out as to whether the Truth Commission has been successful as an agent of reconciliation and reparation. And South Africans are discovering that the relationship between truth and reconciliation is far more complex than they ever imagined.

The Truth Commission functions as a sharply focused microcosm of the broader South African society in transition. It has been possible to chart the progress of democracy and reconstruction by following its troubled, volatile history. An exploration of its work allows us to understand the human cost of this country’s transition from Apartheid to democracy.

But it offers us more than a way of decoding the miracle of our times. It has become an intensely illuminating spotlight on South Africa’s past. Because it has allowed this past to be told through the personal recollections of those who testify before it, it has put real flesh on rhetorical phrases like ‘a just war’ and ‘crimes against humanity’. The people who tell these stories, along with the people who listen to them and, like Antjie Krog, the people who report on them, are living South Africans. They are struggling to find identity for themselves, individually and collectively, within the shadows still cast by their country’s brutal history. The spotlight is thus not just a harrowing, often liberating revelation of the past; it illuminates present predicaments and future possibilities too.

Many voices of this country were long silent, unheard, often unheeded before they spoke, in their own tongues, at the microphones of South Africa’s Truth Commission. The voices of ordinary people have entered the public discourse and shaped the passage of history. They speak here to all who care to listen.


1

THEY NEVER WEPT, THE MEN OF MY RACE

SUNK LOW ON their springs, three weathered white Sierras roar past the wrought-iron gates of Parliament. Heavy, ham-like forearms bulge through the open windows – honking, waving old Free State and Transvaal flags. Hairy fists in the air. I run across the cobblestone street – clutching notepad and recorder – to the old parliamentary venue where the Justice Portfolio Committee is hearing public submissions on what to include in the draft legislation establishing a Truth Commission.

The faces are grim in the hall with its dark panelling, old-fashioned microphones hanging from the ceiling, hard wooden gallery and green-leather seats . . . ‘Bellington Mampe . . . Looksmart Ngudle . . . Suliman Salojee . . . Solomon Modipane . . . James Lenkoe . . .’ A slow litany of names, read out into the quiet hall. The names of one hundred and twenty people who died in police custody . . . ‘Imam Abdullah Haroon . . . Alpheus Maliba . . . Ahmed Timol . . . Steve Bantu Biko . . . Neil Aggett . . . Nicodemus Kgoathe . . .’ The chairperson of the Black Sash, Mary Burton, concludes her submission in the same way the Sash’s meetings have been concluded for years: name upon name upon name. They fall like chimes into the silence. Journalists stop taking notes, committee members put down their pens – stunned by this magnitude of death that is but a bare beginning.

The double doors snap open. The marching crunch of the black-clad Ystergarde – even on the carpet their boots make a noise. The Iron Guard, elite corps of the Afrikaner Weerstandsbeweging. Black balaclavas worn like caps, ready to be rolled down over the faces. Three-armed swastikas on the sleeves. Then, dressed in ordinary khaki clothes, hat in hand, in walks Eugene Terre’Blanche as if he is taking a stroll on his farm. Suddenly another kind of noise fills the hall. ANC Members of Parliament, secretaries, messengers, speech-writers, even a Minister or two, shuffle into the already crowded gallery and benches.

‘We’ve asked for all the committee meetings to be adjourned,’ whispers a black senator, ‘we have to see this man with our own eyes – how real he is.’

Expectation fills the air. Does Terre’Blanche’s adjudant want to say anything? He jumps up. Salutes. ‘No, I say what my leader say!’

The chairperson of the Justice Committee, Johnny de Lange, shows Terre’Blanche his seat. ‘Mr Terre’Blanche, what would you like to see in the Truth Commission legislation?’

It is so quiet you can hear an alliteration drop. Terre’Blanche stays seated. Barely audibly, he asks: ‘Is hier waar ek vandag sit, hierdie sitplek, is dit die plek waar Sy Edele Dr Verwoerd dertig jaar gelede vermoor is met ’n mes in sy hart?’ [‘This seat I am sitting in, is it the same one where Dr Verwoerd was murdered with a knife in his heart thirty years ago?’]

We look at one another. ‘Indeed,’ says the chairperson. Terre’Blanche stares at his hat until the changed context of blood and betrayal is dominating the silence.

He gets up. He puts down his hat and moves out of the bench. Away from the microphones, the guards. He stands alone on the carpet. And the first word that enters the mind, despite the neatly trimmed grey beard, is: poor. The man is a poor Afrikaner. His khaki shirt is bleached, its collar threadbare. But poor as he is, he is a master of acoustics. As if he has made a study of the hall, he drenches us with sound – every tremor, boom, reverberating corner of that space under his command.

‘Laat. Die soldate . . . Huis toe gaan!’ he shouts. Let the soldiers go home. Then in a normal voice: ‘Agbare Meneer die Voorsitter, Agbare Lede van die Parlement . . . Laat AL . . . die soldate . . . HUIS toe gaan . . . (whispering) Laat. MY . . . soldate . . . huis toe gaan . . . (in a crescendo) sodat die weeklag van wagtende vroue en die wringende hande van kinders kan einde kry . . . my klere is nat van hulle trane . . .’

Translation! Members of Parliament, especially the exiles, ransack desks for translation equipment. They don’t want to miss a word.

‘Amnesty is a gift! But for the political prisoner who has never known the cold-ness and the bleak-ness [die koud-heid en die kil-heid] of jail cells; whose life has always been woven into the wide waving veld of freedom – for him, Honourable Chair, for him amnesty is . . . a fire of joy.’

Terre’Blanche asks for the cut-off date, now set at 6 December 1993, to be shifted forward, so that AWB members who committed violence right up until the first democratic election in April 1994 will qualify for amnesty. Then the AWB will cooperate with the Government.

When Terre’Blanche is finished, Committee member Jan van Eck praises his Afrikaans. Carl Niehaus, the Afrikaans-speaking ANC Member of Parliament, is less enthusiastic. What does Terre’Blanche mean by the term ‘cooperation’?

‘It seems Mr Niehaus himself has mastered only Standard 2 Afrikaans,’ Terre’Blanche sneers.

Someone starts to hiss. Dramatically Terre’Blanche throws two fingers in the air. ‘Two bomb-planters! The one drives a Mercedes Benz, and the other one, like me, drives a Nissan bakkie. The Nissan. Comes late. Five minutes AFTER twelve his bomb goes off. But the Mercedes. Arrives on time. And that bomb explodes. Five minutes TO twelve. Now BECAUSE he drives a Mercedes, and not a Nissan, HE . . . gets amnesty!’

Dene Smuts, another Afrikaner MP and a member of the Democratic Party, calls for a point of order. ‘No, Mr Terre’Blanche, your Nissan did not come late. It burst with deafening noise through the glass windows of the World Trade Centre in Kempton Park. I was there. And your deeds were not aimed at the Big Stealer – as you insist on calling F.W. de Klerk – but at the negotiations for a democratic dispensation. Your people are in jail not because they drove Nissan bakkies, but because they refused to accept democracy.’

Incensed, Terre’Blanche gasps for air. ‘That a woman – and my mother was also a woman,’ he shouts, ‘that a WOMAN does not understand what I say!’

He ends his submission. ‘If the shifting of a date can bring peace – then you must shift the date with every day on the calendar. If justice rules . . . I will talk peace . . . because that is all that I am . . . a simple farmer from Westransvaal who has come to you to put my case.’

The contrast between client and advocate is striking. General Johan van der Merwe, former Commissioner of Police, sits collapsed in the front row. Ineengedoke. Whether it is part of a calculated strategy or simply an effect of seeing him out of uniform for the first time, I cannot say. His colour is yellowish, he blinks his eyes constantly, his mouth nibbles at times like a geriatric and when he touch-touches the bandage around his finger, his hand trembles. But his case is taken up with a flourish by a rosy, confident, English-speaking advocate from Natal. He is not taking up the General’s case because he agrees with what happened in the past, the advocate with the golden rings assures the Justice Portfolio Committee. But because he believes the General has a point. And the point is politics. The mere fact that a deed has to have a political motive to qualify the perpetrator for amnesty is proof enough that the politicians should be the essence of the Truth Commission’s inquest. It is not the police who come up with Apartheid, he says, but the politicians.

With an instinct for the dramatic, the advocate gestures in the direction of Van der Merwe. ‘Yesterday afternoon when we were flying to Cape Town, the General was staring out of the window of the plane. The sun was setting and he said to me – and I hope he forgives me my forwardness – he said in this choked-up voice: “The politicians have prostituted the police. Once I was a proud policeman, but here I am today – humiliated and despised. My career, to which I dedicated my entire life with such pride, is ending in this horrible shame and dishonour.”’

‘We all know that the ultimate reconciliation should be between Afrikaner and African,’ Freedom Front leader General Constand Viljoen tells the Committee, ‘and this could happen if the Truth Commission does not vilify the Afrikaner into being worse than we are . . .

‘It was said by a very senior member of the ANC that we cannot fight a bush war in South Africa. Look at the map – it’s all developed – there are roads, farms, towns, it’s impossible – our masses have to serve as our bush – the black community is our bush.’

All of us have failed, Viljoen goes on. ‘We all used violence to get what we wanted. The terror of the tyrant invited the terror of the revolutionary.’

Submissions from across the board. Orgies of alliteration. In the press, Afrikaner intellectuals begin pointing out that thanks to Apartheid the new Government inherited the most sophisticated infrastructure in Africa. Thanks to Apartheid political prisoners all obtained quality degrees while on Robben Island – with the result that the ANC’s senior leadership is better qualified than any other political party on the continent. Fewer people died under Apartheid than were killed in Rwanda. So how bad could Apartheid have been?

The oppressors are weary; the oppressed foam-in-the-mouth angry.

This is the theme for a kind of overture – but at the time we could not hear it.

From the beginning of March 1995 the Justice Portfolio Committee, under the chairmanship of Johnny de Lange, meets daily to debate the submissions and draft the legislation. The civil servants, who physically write the law, sit somewhat apart. They work late into the night to have alternative formulations ready for the next day. ‘If I personally had to draft this legislation,’ one of them complains, ‘it would have been a lean, simple law – completed weeks ago. But because this has to be a process, it is developing into a hell of a unique, but impossibly complex law.’

As if back into a womb, I crawl – the heavy-light eiderdown, the hot-water bottle. Through the window I see the sleeping farmyard washed away in moonlight. A plover calls far off. Overcome with the carefreeness of my youth, I doze off – safe in this stinkwood bed, safe in this sandstone house, this part of the Free State. Everything so quiet.

Stars roar past the yard.

A sudden sound. Harsh. ‘Hendrik kom in! . . . Hendrik kom in!’

It must be around midnight.

My brother Andries, who lives on another part of the farm, is calling Hendrik, our younger brother, on the Marnet radio. The line crackles. ‘Kom gou! [Come quickly!] People are stealing cattle . . . don’t switch on your lights – and bring your rifle!’

The cutting Free State cold forces me deeper into the featherwarm bed. The screen-door of the rondavel slams as Hendrik leaves and drives away in his bakkie in the dark.

The radio crackles again: ‘How many?’

Andries: ‘Two and a dog. They have taken five cows and have just passed the windpomp. Do you have bullets?’

I put on my gown. In the dining room next to the Marnet my parents are already sitting – in sheepskin slippers, each covered with a blanket – nervous and as if pinned down. I sit next to them. We do not talk. My mother brings a blanket for me. Next to the Marnet we wait. The night is suddenly filled with menace.

Andries: ‘Where are they now?’

Unexpectedly, the voice of Andries’s child: ‘Ma says they are at the erosion sloot.’

‘What’s going on?’ I ask.

My mother explains. Andries’s wife Bettie would now be standing on the roof of their house, from where she has a large part of the farm under surveillance with a night-vision scope. Bettie shouts the information down to the nine-year-old Sumien at the Marnet, and she has to pass it on to her father in the bakkie.

It’s nearly one o’clock. We wait.

Sumien: ‘Pa . . .? Pa, come in . . . Ma says they have turned towards the road, but she can’t see















































































































EPILOGUE TO THIS EDITION

Few of us remember exactly what happened on the day that Archbishop Desmond Tutu placed the five thick volumes of the Truth Commission Final Report in the hands of a grim looking President Nelson Mandela. It was a fragile moment, but what brought the precariousness home were the two speeches. Our President and his Prophet are famous for diverging from their written speeches. Both of them, that day, read their speeches sentence for sentence, comma by comma. As if each of them instinctively knew – the feelings were so volatile that overstepping the invisible line would blow it all up.

It was only when the two of them were dancing after the formalities (Mandela like a boxer, upright, punching the air to joyous choral sound; Tutu like a township urchin, his head bowed, arms flailing around his knees) that we started to breathe more freely; not because the process was over, not because it had ended as dramatically as it had begun, but because of the remarkable consistency of the TRC. A huge pitchfork, it had kept throwing the country into the air – and, without fail, the same people fell as corn and the same people were blown as chaff by the wind. And after three years one thought that perhaps people would act differently, chaff had possibly become corn. But no – to our great relief, despite F.W. de Klerk and the ANC’s last minute attempts to influence the release of the report, the two moral giants of our country, as always before and despite immense pressure, were still, unequivocally, corn.

*

While this was happening, a journalist received a call on her cellphone from an Afrikaner perpetrator. He had appeared before the Amnesty Committee for a number of vicious killings. ‘I was able to take everything up until now,’ he breathed bitterly, ‘but the fact that F.W. de Klerk insisted that the pathetic half-page about him be cut from the report, makes me want to vomit. Here we sit for months in the greatest shame, rejected and despised by everybody . . . and the bastard has problems with a few fucking lines – because he is scared of a Pinochet being done on him while he is gallivanting overseas with his Greek mistress.’

We heard afterwards that the report had already been printed when the TRC received the court order to temporarily remove its final finding on former President F.W. de Klerk. A TRC official rushed down to the printers where the first copies were being packed into a van to be transported to Pretoria. Half an hour later people were sitting all around the printer’s works, blotting out in black ink half of page 225 and a sentence on page 226 – carefully placing pieces of paper on both sides of the censored pages to prevent smudging.

The report was to be handed to President Nelson Mandela on 29 October 1998 – a date scheduled long in advance to suit the busy President and the Commissioners compelled to fly in from abroad for the ceremony. The Commission completed most of its work by the end of June 1998 leaving only the judicially trapped Amnesty Committee to slog it out with hundreds of cases still to be heard.

The journalists covering the Truth Commission were all invited to a special farewell cocktail party. As the TRC never paid for any alcohol, it was a sensitive and rather unusual exception. We arrived from all over. Like the Truth Commissioners all of us were battling to establish what was popularly called ‘Life after the Truth Commission’. On the escalator into the hotel in Pretoria my cellphone rang. A colleague from the Johannesburg newsroom had just returned from an unscheduled and certainly unexpected media briefing by the ANC. A high-powered ANC delegation at the press conference announced that it was trying to obtain an interdict to prevent the TRC from making its report public on the following day. The reason given was that the party had tried in vain to secure a meeting with the Commission to discuss its findings on the ANC contained in the final report. As he asks me to get comment from Tutu, I see John Allen unloading luggage from a car boot and Tutu hurriedly going up another escalator.

‘Can you comment?’ Allen shakes his head, ‘Not until we’ve seen the actual papers.’ In the foyer journalists are already frantic in every corner, on the phone to their bosses. Facts begin to filter through. The ANC was sent a list of findings on the party that was to be published in the TRC’s final report and were given a deadline to respond. It apparently failed to do so. In the end the organization contacted the TRC and asked for a postponement to another date. It was agreed upon, but the ANC again failed to meet the deadline. The ANC stated in its interdict application that the attitude of some of the Commissioners was arrogant and confusing. As journalists speculated aloud that the offending Commissioner had to be Dumisa Ntsebeza, we were informed that the interdict application would be heard later that evening or early during the next morning. In a courtroom usually reserved for divorce hearings at the Cape Town High Court.

What to do now? The venue for the presentation ceremony is prepared, equipment installed, victims, choirs and guests already ensconced in hotels nearby. Journalists are supposed to be in a secure ‘lockup’ from six o’clock the next morning in order to wade through the final report and to start filing comprehensive news reports the moment Mandela has the report in hand, scheduled for around two o’clock in the afternoon. Some Commissioners arrive and seem equally dumbfounded about the latest developments.

We all wait for Tutu. He is deeply upset, we hear, and was at one stage in tears in his room. The initially cosy atmosphere of the cocktail room suddenly becomes dingy and depressing. ‘They say we criminalized the struggle,’ says one of the Commissioners. ‘Are they saying that to necklace someone was part of our struggle for freedom? Who is criminalizing the struggle here?’ Another says: ‘It actually doesn’t matter what happens now – the ANC has killed it for me – these past few days I felt something die in me.’

Tutu and his wife, Leah, come in. He speaks. But like a depressed person. ‘This Commission has always been more than just people.’ We hear and we wait. Calls go to and fro during the night. Four o’clock the current affairs shows phone – where is the story? At six all of us stand bleary eyed and desperately tired – still empty-handed – at the lockup venue. It is a beautiful spring Pretoria day, jacaranda blossoms fleecing the streets. The court will sit at seven a.m., then we hear it is to be at eight. Tutu, Yasmin Zooka and Dumisa Ntsebeza eventually arrive after a night of negotiations with lawyers. We will fight them, they say. If the oppressed has become the oppressor I will fight them, says Tutu. Words for which he will never be forgiven. But they look flabby, tired – worn out by politics within and outside the Commission.

We stand around. Some listen to radio. One station has opened its switchboard for people to give their opinion on air about the ANC interdict. The lines are clogged – one black caller after the other says: I vote ANC, but they have made a mistake, we demand to see that report. At the same time, in the radio studio, black academics claim to have no problems with the ANC’s position. The ANC has fought a just war and therefore could not have committed gross human rights violations.

We wait on. The TRC cannot give us the final report in case the court grants the interdict. If we wait any longer there is scant chance that we will be able to read more than the three-page summary we are told exists. Depressed we sit around in the heat and do listless Q+A interviews with radio stations. Alex Boraine arrives. While he is being interviewed a journalist on a cellphone shouts: ‘it’s been turned down! The court has refused the interdict’. ‘A victory!’ laughs Boraine. We lurch into overdrive, but when the five bound volumes of the final report, nearly too heavy to carry, are put in front of us, most of the journalists there start to laugh. Two hours left before the ceremony. Read here, then, overwhelmed by the paper mountain grab something else – until most settled down to read what we could of the findings in the final volume.

Emerging eventually from the lockup to move to the hall where the actual ceremony will take place, we hear that Mandela was, apparently, not consulted by the ANC on its decision to apply for an interdict. In the hall the Commissioners sat dispersed in one area of the vast space. They were clearly divided, uncomfortable. Later we heard that the very last Truth Commission meeting was bitter and acrimonious – some felt that the ANC’s simple wish to have discussions had to be accommodated, others felt that this would set a precedent, forcing the Commission to have discussions with every other party and individual. The unity of the TRC was gone – some Commissioners were already in government posts, others building careers on their TRC experiences. Both Tutu and Boraine were teaching at American universities.

It was decided to put the issue to the vote. Fifteen Commissioners were left after two had resigned from the TRC some time before. The outcome was seven for and seven against discussions with the ANC – forcing Tutu to cast the decisive vote. It must have been a difficult meeting. For some Commissioners who supported the ANC throughout their lives to go against the party; to oppose the very people you fought with shoulder to shoulder. We heard that Tutu was in a total depression on the day of the ceremony and tried to secure a meeting with Mandela. ‘He went in there small and timid and downcast – when he came out he was a different person – laughing, walking tall,’ someone told me. Of all of these events, we knew nothing. But we could sense, strongly, division and an unravelling of power.

The politicians start arriving – Ministers Dullah Omar, Kader Asmal, Joe Modise, Jay Naidoo, and Alfred Nzo – also with an air of uncertainty. Mbeki would have been there, but he sends word that his wife will attend on his behalf. She doesn’t turn up. Mandela and his companion Graca Machel sit stiff and stern on the stage. Tutu and Leah sit holding hands – staring at the table in front of them.

Then the victims enter – a cross-section has been invited to attend the ceremony. Black and white, rich and poor, male and female – among them there was no division. They have all come and take their seats between the Commissioners and staff on the one hand and the politicians on the other.

Everybody stands up.

Tutu speaks: ‘Many will be upset by this report. Some have sought to discredit this pre-emptively. Even if they were to succeed, what is that to the point? It won’t change the fact that they killed Stanza Bopape, they bombed Khotso House, they tortured their own people in their camps in Tanzania, in Angola, they necklaced people – that is what the perpetrators told us – it is not an invention by the Commission.’

Mandela speaks: ‘I therefore take this opportunity to say that I accept the report as it is, with all its imperfections, as an aid that the TRC has given us to help reconcile and build our nation.’ Mandela is such a solid party man. For him to take a stance differing from his party must have been exceptionally difficult.

It was a very significant moment: the Politician and his Prophet embracing each other while the clouds of political resentment against the Truth Commission process finally closed in irritation and anger behind them.


so much hurt for truth

so much destruction

so little left for survival

where does one go from here?

voices slung

in anger

over the solid cold length of our past

how long does it take

for a voice

to reach another

in this country held bleeding between us?



*

The TRC’s final report consists of five substantial volumes. The first of these deals with the methodology, concepts and principles, legal challenges and its mandate. This volume also contains the financial, managerial and operational reports of the TRC. The second volume gives an oversight of the history of the State’s activities, inside and outside South Africa, and of the Liberation movements. Both of these volumes contain a directory of organizational structures and the names of those who held office, as well as an account of the Special Investigations unit of the TRC. The third volume deals with the human rights abuses in every province and its regional political conflict. Volume four accounts for the special institutional hearings into the role of business, the churches, media, prisons, and compulsory military service, the youth and women. The final volume contains a list of names of those classified by the TRC as victims of human rights violations, it analyses the context in which such abuses are made possible, includes a reparation policy, findings and also recommendations to prevent future abuses. It includes, too, a minority position by Commissioner Wynand Malan.

The report reads fluently and is interspersed with fascinating bits of testimony. It is formidable in what it manages to pull together. For example, all the Apartheid legislation ever passed – by name, intention, and date of passing, area – it is all catalogued. Apartheid’s many Commissions of Inquiry are listed. Some of the contentious issues are well argued and full cognizance is taken of the most current thinking around each of them – when the report’s findings differ from currently accepted norms, it provides ample examples of testimony to justify the TRC’s interpretation. The report was also made available on the Internet while most newspapers carried abridged versions of all five volumes in special inserts.

But the ‘taste’ was gone. The ANC’s request for an interdict dominated the news and overshadowed the content of the report. It was quite clear that the party could not have read the final report when it decided to go to court. The report does not treat the liberation movements in the same manner that it deals with the Apartheid government. One particularly well argued section, based on the latest human rights thinking, states that both the ANC and PAC fought a ‘just war’, but the report makes a definite distinction between a ‘just war’ and ‘unjust means.’

The TRC gives its final media briefing in Pretoria on the following day. Again, only a few Commissioners turn up. ‘We failed the victims,’ they say. ‘Our biggest regret is that we failed the victims – here we are, three years down the line and the victims still don’t have anything.’ They recommend that future commissions ensure that they have the powers and the means to implement some form of reparation swiftly and without the involvement or possible sanction of a government to impede the process.

Tutu asks his own peculiar forgiveness: ‘Sometimes one was arrogant in the attitude towards the NG Kerk (the predominantly Afrikaans Dutch Reformed Church) – why didn’t you condemn them openly and then they would say no, we speak behind closed doors. And then Mandela comes to power, I am sitting at a meal with him and I tell him about some of the things I don’t like and I say to myself: Aha, Tutu! Here you are sitting behind closed doors . . . and I would want to say I am sorry for having commended the gospel of grace many times ungraciously.’ He reiterates: ‘I did not struggle in order to remove one set of those who thought they were tin gods to replace it with others who are tempted to think that they are.’

Responding to a question on the problems that the ANC has with the report, Alex Boraine says: ‘Very early on in our discussion with the ANC we referred to international instruments of human rights in which the ANC themselves had participated – they helped to write them – and they agreed with us that within a just cause parties should take moral and political responsibility for gross human rights violations.’

I interview Yasmin Zooka afterwards – of all the Commissioners, she and Dumisa Ntsebeza (despite unsavoury talk about the latter’s sexual behaviour) have grown most in formulating a fearless stance. She says: ‘It is critical to put people on the Commission who are governed by their moral conscience and a fierce independence of spirit. I think that it is in the last six months of the Commission that we have been called upon to go back to the inner core of ourselves.’

Several reasons have been put forward for the ANC wanting the report changed. One was that they really did not read the whole report – even after its publication – and reacted prematurely. But their strong criticism in the court papers and at their media briefing revealed real irritation, anger and a resentment that must have its origins much further back.

Another reason often postulated is that the TRC report is particularly damning about the IFP. As the ANC is regularly in negotiations with the IFP to form an alliance of some kind, it would not do to have one’s prospective new partners besmirched by their alliance with the bloody hands of the previous government. Such criticism by the TRC was, it is said, unwelcome at this stage. It is also suggested that the ANC does not wish to let go of the rhetoric of Apartheid – they need the dictum that all that was white was bad and all that was black is good. A more intelligent reading is that Mbeki was in a bind: to realize his African Renaissance dream, he needs to instil pride in blacks as a black African people. He needs to isolate blacks from whites in an effort to restore pride and confidence in themselves as blacks – and as blacks in Africa. On the other hand he needs to restore the moral fibre in a country wrecked by criminal violence. His efforts to do both sometimes lead to contradictions.

None of these reasons work completely for me. Part of me feels that this was, for once, an unpremeditated reaction by the ANC – an angry, clumsy cry from the heart. There was obviously division within the ANC itself on the report – yet no one could voice it. Only after reading an article by journalist Michael Ignatieff could I grasp the possible underpinning of the ANC’s response to the final report of the TRC: ‘Aggressors have their own defence against truth, but so do victims. People who believe themselves to be victims of aggression have an understandable incapacity to believe that they also committed atrocities. Myths of innocence and victimhood are a powerful obstacle in the way of confronting unwelcome facts.’ According to Ignatieff, truth commissions can and do change the frame of public discourse and public memory. ‘But they cannot be judged a failure because they fail to change behaviour and institutions. This is not their function.’

One wants to understand this country. One wants to live an informed life here to the benefit of all South Africans. So one continues to listen – closely. But it is difficult to make sense of our daily diet of contradictory codes. How do you interpret them into your own small life? The first parliamentary debate on reconciliation, months before the release of the final report, was filled with these contradictions, raised many such questions.

ANC President Thabo Mbeki chose this occasion to deliver his famous ‘two nation’ speech: South Africa is a country of two nations – a rich white nation and a poor black nation. For him reconciliation is not between perpetrators (of all colours) and victims (of all colours) but between the beneficiaries (the whites) and the exploited (the blacks). How does one, he asked, weld these two nations which coexist in South Africa into one?

‘The first requirement is that we must accept that it will take time to create the material base for nation building and reconciliation.’

Mbeki then asked whether people in the country behave as if their main priority is reconciliation? ‘My own answer to this question,’ he says, ‘would be a definite – No!’ The reasons he gives for his conclusion are that many white-owned corporations are still not registered for tax purposes, they demand more money, complain about affirmative action, did not apply for amnesty, and resist, generally, the transformation of our society. All of this keeps ‘us away from achieving this goal (of national unity and reconciliation) and is producing a rage among millions of people’.

Ostensibly, it seems true. There is a general rage – among blacks (according to Mbeki) and whites (according to Constand Viljoen) and it does begin to seem as if people might tear at each other’s throats. But for some reason it is not these two nations that are at each other, not white and black, but Zulus killing each other in the Kwazulu-Natal Midlands or ‘coloureds’ on the Cape Flats or criminals, of all colours, killing apparently innocent people, of all colours. Is it mere coincidence that the groups who were most reluctant to participate in the TRC process were experiencing intense internal turmoil?

Currently, South Africans seem to be further apart than before. But this is a sign of reconciliation, say the experts in reconciliation!

But the response of Afrikaner leadership to the TRC has a final consequence. I remember attending a speech by Tutu to the press gallery in Parliament, pleading with Afrikaners to accept and offer the hand of reconciliation. He was, quite literally, quivering, sweat running down his face, his mouth distorted, his eyes angry and full of tears. The journalists present, mainly English and black, watched impassively.

I grew heavy with desperation. What does one do with this anguish of Tutu? This need for an appropriate response from Afrikaners? How does one define ‘appropriate’? Despite everything Afrikaner churches did ask for forgiveness, Afrikaner business people, and a group of Afrikaner journalists – mainly Afrikaners appeared before the Amnesty Committee. What more does Tutu want? Is it something as insignificant as an apology from a senile P.W. Botha? Is it more? An Afrikaner Million March? Is it more than money? Is it to give the land back? What word, what embrace will unburden us all?

Shortly before the handing over of the final report I interviewed the German government on reparation of victims – more than a hundred billion dollars was given to Jews outside of the country – making Germany a prominent redistributor of wealth. Its money changed Israel into an industrialized state. There’s the Willy Brandt gesture. I also interviewed the head of the Jewish community in Berlin. ‘How can you possibly suggest that this is enough for what they did?’ Dead weight in my arms. Why try?

But as the months after the final report go by, I slowly realize something else. The failure of Afrikaner leadership to admit that something is owed has not only left the Afrikaner trapped in anger and guilt, but it has, somewhat deviously, deprived the oppressed from the opportunity to say, clearly: this is what you owe.

We of the white nation try to work out the conditions for our remaining here. We are here for better or worse. We want to be here, but we have to accept that we can no longer stay here on our terms. Therefore I prick up my ears and try to hear what the new conditions for my existence are. Taxes. Mbeki mentioned that – the transfer of resources. Is that it? Is he saying: your money will do, but please dear God, spare us your meagre little white souls?

We are being told who we are, what we have done wrong, but not what we owe. Why this vagueness?

‘I cannot believe my ears when I hear that whites still want to know what they should do,’ says clinical psychologist Nomfundo Walaza, interviewed before the Truth Commission debate in Parliament.

‘I really don’t know,’ I tell her, ‘The struggle taught me to listen. In the eighties I thought I could contribute my writing skills, my access to power, to the media for the struggle, but it was soon clear that was not what was needed – what the struggle wanted at that stage was my minibus and my fax machine. I don’t want to fall into that trap again – assuming that I know what black people want. Do you only want us to ask forgiveness? Do people not prefer what Mbeki calls ‘the transfer of resources’? And how should that happen? Do you want all the land back? What is it that people want?’ I plead.

‘The past is never repaid in one final grand gesture,’ says Walaza, ‘this is a country filled with poor people. Every white person can make a difference to the lives interacting with theirs.’

Charity?

I thought, afterwards: we are trapped. If there is no forum in which people can think what they want and others worry about what they owe, then both are trapped in anger and guilt. By not determining precisely what is needed, the whites are exposed to constant reproach. If you give specifics they can be met. And should one not also be willing to be available as a punchbag? Can that be part of the deal? Just shut your big mouths when we blame you – for this, after all, is the only bloody thing we ask while rebuilding ourselves, by ourselves.

The two nations are both affected, one by injury, the other by guilt, and the first reaction is to withdraw from each other. People withdraw physically or mentally from each other after injury. A mother in front of the Truth Commission said that she did not want, even, to see a white person. People are leaving the country or pulling back into their own family or group spaces of language or history. Academics say that this withdrawal may last one second or for centuries, but that it is a necessary and healthy psychological response.

There were two Afrikaners on the Truth Commission: Wynand Malan, appointed to bring the moderate Afrikaners along with the process and Chris de Jager who belonged to the right wing. The latter resigned from the Commission after it took former State President P.W. Botha to court for refusing to appear before the TRC. Wynand Malan, who complained bitterly throughout the workings of the Commission about the hostility of his colleagues, ultimately submitted a minority report in which he defends Apartheid.

In a recent article in the English press a black academic asked: ‘We have Mandela pleading reconciliation, we have Tutu pleading reconciliation – where, oh where is the White Prince of Reconciliation?’ Indeed: where is he? And, of course, it can be nothing else but a ‘he’.

One of the stipulations in the Act that established the TRC is that recommendations should be made to prevent future governments from repeating the mistakes of the past. But as time has passed, it becomes clear that old habits die hard. The most telling example relates to the chemical and biological warfare secrets of the old regime. These are locked away in a safe – and the keys? The new government holds them. While the TRC was exposing the horror of the country’s death row, the population was baying for the reinstatement of the death penalty. Switching on a radio in the middle of a bulletin, it is sometimes difficult to make out whether the story of torture is relating a historical occurrence or reporting current news. The accusations that Parliament was never told about the Apartheid regime’s destabilizing incursion into Angola continue to ring out. But the non-racial South African Defence Force of the first democratically elected government of the majority moved into Lesotho, and Parliament was only informed of this action two weeks after the event. A BBC documentary about police brutality saw a country ambivalent in its rejection of such deeds on the one hand and its thirst to revenge itself on the perpetrators of vicious crimes on the other.

When the first victim hearings started no one thought it particularly strange that blacks and whites were sharing the same stage – that a mother whose child was killed by the Apartheid state sat next to and wept with a mother whose child was killed defending Apartheid. It is only since looking into the treatment of victims in Europe after the Second World War that I have realized what a remarkable step South Africa took in regarding both sets of victims the same way. By treating pain and grief identically, the TRC exploded the myth that whites and blacks experience grief in a lesser or greater manner. That grief and sorrow are ethnically exclusive.


‘The defining parameter in our continuing struggle for national unity and reconciliation is the question of race.’

– Thabo Mbeki

(During the second parliamentary debate on reconciliation.)



Deputy President Thabo Mbeki led the South African Parliament in a national debate on the final report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. A debate was scheduled at the end of the final session of the first democratically elected Parliament. The gallery was packed with students, victims, academics and representatives of NGOs. In the President’s lodge I recognized a small mottled group – two Truth Commissioners and a few members of their staff. The powerful, flamboyant figures were gone. Those left behind were out of context, out of power and out of favour. Somewhere on the gallery one recognized another familiar Truth Commission face or two. In the corridors of power the only voice which had challenged political power for two years had now grown – unobtrusive. The TRC, once something to boast of or to go to court about, has become dispensable.

Mbeki was the first speaker. He referred to the 340-year-old almond and thorn bush hedge planted by Dutch settler Jan van Riebeeck ‘to ensure the safety of the newly arrived white European settlers by keeping the menacing black African hordes of pagan primitives at bay.’

It was deathly still in Parliament when Mbeki made these opening remarks on the Truth Commission’s final report. The last time Mbeki had spoken about the TRC was when the ANC explained why it was taking the Commission to court to prevent it releasing its report in October 1998.

People were confused at the time. No one could quite understand what the problem of the ANC was with the TRC. After a media briefing the only accessible phrase was that the TRC’s final report was ‘criminalizing the struggle.’ Yes, and that, everyone agreed, was bad.

Mbeki’s opening speech put the TRC squarely within the context of race. ‘It is this reality of a state founded on conquest, that had to be retained by the same means with which it was conquered, which led, inevitably, to the gross violations of human rights which constitute the heart of the work of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission.’

Egged on by expressions of shock and horror from the ANC parliamentary benches, Mbeki proceeded to build upon his argument with quotations by early European travellers in Africa about the blacks they had encountered. ‘In a word, a beastlike people’ – Dutchman Cornelius van Purmderend in 1609. ‘They eat. . . as dogs do . . . they live . . . like animals’. Frenchman Pyrard de Laval in 1610.

‘. . . it is a great pity that such creatures as they be should enjoy so sweet a country’ – Englishman Ralph Standish in 1612. Mbeki then used this racial context to explain why the liberation struggle had been a just war and why it was, therefore, outrageous to accuse the ANC of gross violations of human rights.

Then it was time for the other parties. IFP leader Mangosuthu Buthelezi, of whom the TRC report said that it had erred in not proceeding to subpoena him to appear before it, was not in the house. The IFP member in his place implicated Truth Commissioner Khoza Mgojo in gun running in Kwazulu-Natal and thus dismissed the report in its entirety. The PAC complained that the ANC’s history had become the only liberation history.

Subsequent to the Truth Commission process, the debate among Afrikaner politicians has changed. They no longer bemoan the national budget’s prioritizing of rural health and education for the poor. They no longer defend Apartheid. Interestingly, the key words used by the white speakers on that day were fear, humiliation and incomprehension.

Leader of the (New) National Party Marthinús van Schalkwyk began by defining the Afrikaner in a way that no Afrikaner politician has done before. ‘The biggest battle the Afrikaner fought was however not a physical one against somebody else, it was a psychological battle with itself. Apartheid was the Afrikaner’s self-imposed concentration camp of the mind. The Afrikaner’s biggest battle with itself was the referendum of 1992. That referendum showed that the vast majority of whites and Afrikaners chose a new dispensation and so freed themselves from the self imposed psychological imprisonment.’

The leader of the right wing party, Constand Viljoen, reiterated that no reconciliation could be expected if the Afrikaner was humiliated and portrayed as worse than he was. ‘We are a product of our own history, our aspirations have been real and legitimate. So also our obsession to be in control of our own destiny. I am not asking for sympathy. Nor am I suggesting that we don’t have some liability for the past. We, all South Africans, must in honesty consider what went wrong, what went right . . . We Afrikaners are indigenous. We are here to stay. We are not perfect, but we are genuine and honest.’

The debate lasted for nearly seven hours and deep into the night. One of the last speakers was National Party member Jacko Maree. A member of the Justice Committee that drafted the TRC legislation, Maree has consistently attacked the TRC for being biased. His arguments over the years have become so familiar that few people were listening when he started to speak after the supper break.

But it was a different Maree who stood at the podium. Addressing himself to Mbeki, he said, ‘I have a prepared speech, Mr Deputy President, but I want to speak to you about what is in my heart.’ Maree dropped all the formal phrasing he is usually so fond of – ‘points of order’, ‘Madam Speaker’, ‘the honourable member’, and so on. ‘I first want to say I have the wrong credentials – I am middle aged, I am white and I am Afrikaans and I am a man . . . you made a speech that shocked me . . . it gave me shivers down my spine . . . and I thought . . . for a terrible moment I saw in this chamber the ghost of Mugabe . . .’

Finance Minister Trevor Manual: ‘Is the honourable member prepared to take a breathalyser test?’

Maree: ‘I feel perturbed and I cannot understand why the Deputy President quotes what Jan van Riebeeck said about the Khoi and what white people said about blacks three hundred years ago – (it) is of no relevance today but to create tension . . . why, when we talk of reconciliation, do you pitch white against black? I think of my future . . . I think of my children’s future and I wonder about their future if the next president of the country makes these kinds of remarks which I don’t understand.’

The noise in the chamber became overwhelming. Maree seemed to be swaying. Welfare Minister Geraldine Fraser Moleketi rose to ask the Speaker to stop him. He had a speech, she said, but he was seeing double and therefore could not read it. ‘This is no joke, honourable Speaker, you must help this man!’

Whether Maree was tipsy or not is beside the point. Mbeki’s casting of the TRC in race had obviously induced a feeling of helplessness in him. To Maree, Mbeki became a Mugabe, for white South Africans the epitome of black hatred toward whites, holding whites accountable for all that is wrong, yet is himself accountable to no one. As always when South Africa’s past is the theme, the debates in Parliament are highly charged with emotion, anger, bitterness and accusations and low on positive, reconciliatory comments.

Mbeki spelt out the problems the ANC had with the findings of the TRC report. The ANC feels that whatever went wrong happened within the context of a just war against a racist dispensation and should be treated as such. On the basis of the Geneva Conventions and Protocols the ANC rejected the findings of the TRC that it was guilty of gross violations of human rights. But from reading the TRC report Volume One Chapter Four on its mandate, it is clear that the ANC has no proper understanding of the Geneva Conventions and Protocols. Or that it deliberately forwarded a very unnuanced formulation for reasons only known to itself.

Current human rights approaches are indeed arguing to enlarge the protected group and to decrease those who have a right to kill. This means that all decision making should always favour the defenceless. In order to achieve this, the Geneva Convention makes three classifications. Combatant against combatant, combatant against ‘protected persons’ (meaning prisoners of war, ex-soldiers, soldiers off duty, defectors, wounded soldiers etc.), combatant against civilians (meaning all those who are not combatants).

A combatant killing another combatant does not constitute a gross human rights violation. A combatant killing a civilian is a gross human rights violation. It is therefore a grave mistake to call on the Geneva Convention to justify the killing of civilians. Mbeki has reasoned that ‘One of the central matters at issue was and remains the erroneous determination of various actions of our liberation movement as gross human rights violations, including the general implication that any and all military activity which result in the loss of civilian lives constitutes a gross violation of human rights.’ This is precisely what the Geneva Convention 4, art 47; protocol 1 articles 48–50 stipulates. But it goes further by stating that the ‘wounded, sick and shipwrecked members of armed forces and civilians, prisoners of war; civilians including those interred and those on the territory of the enemy . . . including those who have laid down arms and those placed outside combat by sickness, wounds or detention . . . should be treated humanely, may not be murdered, mutilated, tortured or receive cruel treatment, humiliated with degrading treatment or be executed without previous judgement.’

These phrases, formulated in part by the ANC itself, thus condemn the ANC for the killing of civilians AND for the torture in its camps, the killing of informers and necklacing. ‘But who is talking about gross human rights violations in Kosovo where civilians are daily being bombed,’ ask some ANC members in defence. But that is hardly the point. If the ANC disagrees with the Geneva protocols regarding protected persons and civilians, then it should say so.

The ANC’s unnuanced response to the final report and the fact that most of the political parties rejected the TRC was a severe blow to the process. Consequently there is no debate – not on accountability, not on how to prevent future abuses, not on how much of the past is already happening in the present, not on collective guilt. What is worse is the absence of a debate on compensation, on the participation of the guilty, on the relationship between the beneficiaries and the exploited.

Mbeki initially said that the white rich nation should make up to the black poor one, but during the TRC debate he stressed the contrary – people did not go into the liberation struggle for money and they were not expecting compensation. A closer reading seems to show that Mbeki does not want those identified by the TRC as victims (and all victims were treated equally and came from all groups and were violated by all groups) to expect or receive compensation. He would prefer that all blacks, because they are the black poor nation, should receive from the white, rich nation. The difference therefore does not lie in the ability to exercise moral choices in difficult circumstances, or to reward those who upheld human rights, or to sympathise with all of those whose rights were violated. The difference between the past and the present appears, rather, to lie solely in skin colour.

With the main TRC infrastructure gone, the Amnesty Committee was struggling to stay afloat on a choppy political sea. In its own clumsy way it tried to manipulate the public effects of its rulings. First it released a statement saying that the killers of Steve Biko were refused amnesty. On its heels followed a statement to say that 27 high profile ANC activists (among them Thabo Mbeki, Joe Modise, Mac Maharaj and others) were also refused amnesty. In one of the later paragraphs the Committee says it could not give amnesty because no violation had taken place. I phoned them – this media statement was wrong. You were not refusing amnesty, the official decision said you could not give it because according to the applications the ANC did nothing wrong. ‘So what’s the difference?’ I am asked. ‘The difference is that you make it sound as if the Amnesty Committee is consistent – it refuses amnesty to both ANC and former regime perpetrators.’ Then amnesty was given to those who killed the American exchange student, Amy Biehl.

Two weeks after this news the Amnesty Committee announced that it had refused amnesty to 79 other ANC activists – among them the rest of the ministers, premiers and ANC leadership. The next day saw publication of the statement that the Committee had also refused amnesty to the killers of Chris Hani – Clive Derby Lewis and Janus Waluz.

I remember how the ANC brought in their boxes of amnesty applications on the deadline day. They were carried on shoulders along Adderley Street accompanied by photographers and roving television cameras. It was hailed as an example of transparency and accountability. Now we learn there was nothing on those application forms. They had not been completed. We also know that the Amnesty Committee actually granted amnesty that was subsequently overturned at Court.

‘We have been cheated and made ridiculous,’ one of the footsoldiers hissed through his teeth at a hearing. ‘This is a farce – those with the political power and access to Bizos, they walk free. We sit because we are nothing. Those who killed Biko, those who killed Hani – they are not ordinary murderers, they killed within a political context. But it suits those in power to take away our political context to project us as ordinary murderous criminals.’

‘The TRC process was a deal between the Africans and the Afrikaners,’ someone in the President’s office sighed, ‘but it was hijacked by too many white legal liberals and turned into an arrogantly moral, self-righteous spectacle.’

In the meantime a National Prosecutor has been appointed who in turn put together a special task team to look into prosecuting those who either did not apply for amnesty or had their amnesty applications refused. Bulelani Ncuka has promised that he will sue perpetrators if there is sufficient evidence and if it was in the interest of national reconciliation to do so.

‘How successful was the Truth and Reconciliation Commission?’ is the question most often asked. The answer is both complex and simple.

If one regards the TRC as a mere vehicle to grant amnesty, it succeeded reasonably. A lot of amnesty applications were dealt with, albeit unfairly on occasion. It has also left the country with a large number of white generals and IFP warlords as well as some ANC politicians without amnesty. This means that the State and the ANC are vulnerable to claims from victims. A government that must deal with the enormous challenges of development simply does not have the resources to pay out endless claims or to fund costly legal battles launched by victims against former perpetrators. General amnesty is not an option, promised both Mandela and Mbeki. But what else? Mbeki and former Justice Minister Dullah Omar have both said that it is an oversight in the TRC Act that individuals can obtain amnesty that indemnifies them from claims, while the State has to take responsibility for the Apartheid perpetrators as well as for the liberation movements. Government is currently exploring ways to indemnify the State without undermining the TRC process it is said. Whether or not this is possible, and whether amnesty to organizations is not general amnesty, South Africans will have to wait to see.

Most people, however, seem to be so thoroughly sick and tired of the TRC process that they simply would not care if a general amnesty were declared. ‘I don’t care,’ a police brigadier confessed to me, ‘as long as we can get this over and done with.’

If the TRC is regarded as an effort to create a forum for victims to bring some form of balance to the political ideal of amnesty, then the Commission succeeded in a most remarkable way. The experiences of victims did indeed become part of the national psyche and part of our country’s acknowledged history for the very first time. But, in terms of repairing and healing the trauma of the victims, the TRC itself was the first to declare that this was, singularly, its biggest failure.

If the TRC was seen as a body to establish the truth, it also succeeded fairly well in establishing factual truth, in determining ‘what happened’. It was far less successful in convincing South Africans of the moral truth, ‘who was responsible’.

If the idea of a TRC process in South Africa was to prevent violations of human rights from ever happening again, the Commission has failed. There is no debate or discussion on its recommendations whatsoever and the nation is so besieged by crime that it is desperately seeking ways to punish the criminals.

The biggest question, however, is whether or not the TRC process achieved reconciliation. Few people believe that it has. Surveys have found that people are further apart than before. It has also become fashionable among some academics to trash the TRC – seldom pointing out that the first casualty of conflict is identity and that redefining identity is a fundamental step towards reconciliation. Blacks are redefining themselves with the African renaissance; Afrikaners are redefining themselves with the Anglo-Boer War. A group that neglects this essential stage is likely to become frozen in a permanent quest for identity that often expresses itself in rigid and aggressive forms of ethnicism or nationalism.

But what is indeed not visible in South Africa is reconciliation as a mysterious Judaeo-Christian process. What we do see daily is reconciliation as one of the most basic skills applied in order to survive conflict. Scientists have found that monkeys, apes and humans all engage in reconciliation behaviour, which tends to indicate that reconciliation did not originate in the minds of humans and it cannot, therefore, be appropriated by an ideology or a religion. The essence of reconciliation is survival. Its key negotiation. Survival forms part of our genetic make-up and the ability to reconcile via negotiations is the reason why some of us are still around.

Peculiarly, the word ‘reconciliation’ still resounds in the land. It carries within it the full variety of survival strategies – among them choice, flight, amnesia, rituals, clemency, debate, negotiation, brinkmanship and national consensus. The goal is not to avoid pain or reality, but to deal with the never-ending quest of self-definition and negotiation required to transform differences into assets. Reconciliation is not only a process. It is a cycle that will be repeated many times.

A multitude of ordinary lives in our land continually find new pathways toward each other amidst the fragility of South Africa’s new realities. In many ways, we are remarkably well reconciled. All the political parties that participated in the June 1999 election have, at some stage, rejected the TRC or its final report. Politicians of every ilk have, nonetheless, been fundamentally challenged by these ordinary lives. The reconciled diversity of our land forced each politician in search of votes – particularly those who assumed a mantle of leadership – to traverse our roads, to eat our foods, embrace all our children and suddenly, almost, to speak all our languages.

That, in this country, is surely a wondrous thing?

Antjie Krog

Cape Town

June 1999
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