
Chapter 1

Does Truth Lead to Reconciliation?

Perhaps no country in history has so directly and thoroughly con-
fronted its past in an effort to shape its future as has South Africa.
Working from the explicit assumption that understanding the past
will contribute to a more peaceful and democratic future, South
Africa has attempted to come to grips with its apartheid history
through its truth and reconciliation process. This bold undertaking
to mold the country’s fate consumed much of the energy and many
of the resources of South Africa during the initial days of its at-
tempted transition to democracy.

The gargantuan task of addressing the past has been under the
supervision of South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission
(TRC). Established in 1995, the TRC spent roughly five years ex-
amining and documenting atrocities committed during the struggle
over apartheid.1 At one level, the TRC was extraordinarily success-
ful: it held countless hearings, interviewed thousands of victims of
apartheid, granted amnesty to roughly 850 human rights violators,
and produced a massive, five-volume Final Report.2 And in terms
of uncovering detailed evidence of what happened under specific
circumstances—as in determining exactly what happened to the
“Cradock Four”3—the TRC seems to have been effective as well
(but see Jeffery 1999, who complains about numerous inaccuracies
and bias in the TRC’s history of several specific incidents). In many
respects, and according to most observers, South Africa’s truth and
reconciliation process appears to have been phenomenally success-
ful.

Indeed, the world has acknowledged the success of South Af-
rica’s TRC through the numerous attempts that have been made to
replicate its truth and reconciliation process in other troubled areas
of the globe. Truth commissions modeled on the South African
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experience have proliferated, and one of the leaders of South Af-
rica’s experiment has created a major institute in New York to as-
sist countries in developing plans for reconciliation in the world’s
many festering hot spots. Perhaps the judgment that the TRC suc-
ceeded is based on nothing more than the simple (and simplistic)
observation that South Africa appears to have made a relatively
peaceful and quite unexpected transition from the apartheid dic-
tatorship to a reasonably democratic and stable regime. Some
surely attribute South Africa’s transformation to its truth and rec-
onciliation process. If a TRC “worked” in South Africa, perhaps it
can work elsewhere.

South Africans themselves are not so sanguine about the pro-
cess. Many complain that the TRC exacerbated racial tensions in
the country by exposing the misdeeds of both the apartheid gov-
ernment and its agents and the liberation forces. Some vehemently
reject the conjecture that “truth” can somehow lead to reconcilia-
tion, claiming instead that uncovering the details about the horrific
events of the past only embitters people, making them far less
likely to be willing to coexist in a new democratic regime (see, for
example, Biko 2000). Indeed, based on my casual observations of
the South African media, complaints and condemnations of the
truth and reconciliation process seem to far outnumber laudatory
assessments.

Social scientists must be more agnostic about the success of the
truth and reconciliation process. Indeed, it is perhaps shocking to
note how little systematic investigation has been conducted into
the question of whether the truth and reconciliation process suc-
ceeded in its objectives. There are many who enumerate the objec-
tives of the commission itself and document its activities, and there
is no dearth of judges when it comes to evaluating the process (see,
for example, Du Toit 2000), but no earlier research has treated the
various components of the truth and reconciliation process as hy-
potheses subject to confirmation or disconfirmation through rig-
orous social science methods. To put it bluntly, we simply do not
know even today whether (and to what degree) the truth and rec-
onciliation process in South Africa succeeded in achieving any of
its objectives.



Does Truth Lead to Reconciliation? 3

Of course, assessments of “success” depend mightily on the
specification of the goals of the process. Though the TRC was
charged with conducting several types of activities (for example,
granting amnesty to gross human rights violators), my central, un-
controversial contention in this book is that the objective of the
truth and reconciliation process was to produce reconciliation in
South Africa. This may not seem like a very rigorous or helpful
specification of the country’s aspirations, since “reconciliation” is
one of the most ambiguous and abused words in the lexicon of
South Africa. And others take a different tack, with some seeking
to discover whether the process accurately discovered the truth
of certain events (for example, Ignatieff 1996), others assessing
whether the TRC maintained fidelity to the law that created it (see
Jeffery 1999), and still others judging the process in terms of philo-
sophical standards of justice (especially retributive justice; see
Minow 1998).4 But no prior investigation has squarely and system-
atically attacked the big question: has truth led to reconciliation in
South Africa? Answering that question is the objective of this book.

This question is, without doubt, as complicated as it is important
(or some might even say “intractable”). To begin, what is “truth”?
What is “reconciliation”? Is it fanciful to think that such grand and
amorphous concepts can be given rigorous empirical meaning?
Can social science really say anything at all about a question as
complicated as that of whether truth contributes to reconciliation?

A central contention of this book is that truth and reconciliation
are concepts that can be (and should be) measured and assessed
using rigorous and systematic social science methods. Just because
these concepts are complex and complicated does not mean that
they are impenetrable, or that hypotheses such as the one that
truth causes reconciliation cannot be investigated. My efforts on
this score will surely not please everyone. But throughout this
analysis I assign “reconciliation” and “truth” concrete and unam-
biguous conceptual and operational meaning. At a minimum, those
who disagree with my approach will know exactly what it is that
they disagree with.

To assess the hypothesis that truth leads to reconciliation re-
quires a careful plan of attack. The starting point in the analysis is
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the specification of the meaning of reconciliation. I contend that
the construct refers to at least four specific and perhaps even inde-
pendent subconcepts:

• Interracial reconciliation—defined as the willingness of people of
different races to trust each other, to reject stereotypes about
those of other races, and generally to get along with each other

• Political tolerance—the commitment of people to put up with each
other, even those whose political ideas they thoroughly detest

• Support for the principles (abstract and applied) of human rights—
including the strict application of the rule of law and commit-
ment to legal universalism

• Legitimacy—in particular, the predisposition to recognize and ac-
cept the authority of the major political institutions of the New
South Africa

This may well not be an exhaustive definition of reconciliation—
perhaps there are other important components of the concept—
but most objections to this list would surely be concerned with the
need to include additional aspects of reconciliation rather than the
question of whether these particular dimensions are central to the
concept. A reconciled South African is one who respects and trusts
those of other races, who is tolerant of those with different political
views, who supports the extension of human rights to all South
Africans, and who extends legitimacy and respect to the major
governing institutions of South Africa’s democracy. These are the
dependent variables for this study, and each of these dimensions of
reconciliation is considered in a separate chapter in the book.

It should be obvious by this point that I treat reconciliation as an
attribute of individual South Africans. Perhaps a more conven-
tional viewpoint considers reconciliation as a characteristic of soci-
eties or groups. While not denying that the degree to which an
aggregate is reconciled is an interesting question (as in analyzing
change in levels of reconciliation in a nation-state over time), my
contention is that any understanding of reconciliation profits from
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beginning with an examination of the beliefs, values, and attitudes
of ordinary people. If reconciliation means groups getting along
together, then obviously reconciliation requires that individual
South Africans eschew racism and embrace tolerance. A polity may
be more than the sum of the individuals living within its territory,
but it is impossible to understand a society without first under-
standing individual citizens—and in this case, the degree to which
they are “reconciled.”

Why is reconciliation important? For a political scientist inter-
ested in whether South Africa will be able to consolidate its at-
tempted democratic transition, this question has an easy answer:
reconciliation is hypothesized to contribute to democratization.
Briefly put, a successful liberal democracy requires a sustaining and
reinforcing “political culture.” The beliefs, values, attitudes, and be-
haviors of ordinary citizens must be, at a minimum, not antitheti-
cal to the principles of democratic governance, and maximally they
ought to favor and support the main institutions and processes of
liberal democracy.5 The most obviously relevant component of my
approach to reconciliation is political tolerance, a concept that has
been thoroughly analyzed in South Africa and elsewhere (see, for
example, Gibson and Gouws 2003). For a liberal democracy to
flourish, people must be willing to put up with political differences,
in sharp contrast to the time-honored history in South Africa of
killing one another over political disagreements (as in KwaZulu
Natal). I also contend, however, that democracies work best when
people are vigilant about human rights, and when they are unwill-
ing to sacrifice law and legal process for expedient solutions to so-
cial problems (such as crime and terrorism). Further, political insti-
tutions need some “slack”—a reservoir of goodwill—if they are to
function. Institutions that are supported only when they produce
favorable policy outputs tend to be weak and ineffective. With a
reservoir of goodwill, institutions command the political capital to
go against public opinion in the short term—as in, for instance,
protecting human rights against an outraged majority. And even
interracial reconciliation contributes to democracy, since democ-
racy requires coalitions built on similar interests, and racism and its
cousins are inimical to the formation of such coalitions. For a polit-
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ical scientist, reconciliation is not an end in itself; instead, recon-
ciliation is valuable because it contributes to the likelihood that
South Africa will consolidate its democratic transition.

Indeed, South Africa’s truth and reconciliation process is actu-
ally a mini-theory about the process of democratization, including
an implicit causal model of how the truth and reconciliation pro-
cess would contribute to the consolidation of democracy in South
Africa. The theory posits that:

Amnesty → Truth → Reconciliation → Democratization

That is, the framers of the TRC accepted the hypothesis that when
gross human rights violators are granted amnesty, they will come
forward and tell the truth about their deeds. If a condition of re-
ceiving amnesty for gross human rights violations is full disclosure,
South Africa could learn something about the black holes in its
past by making amnesty available. Many believe that amnesty did
indeed produce specific evidence of past transgressions that would
have never come to light otherwise. These truths were then aggre-
gated into a collective memory about the past.

In turn, understanding the past is hypothesized to contribute to
reconciliation. Or to put the relationship somewhat differently,
those who created the TRC assumed that understanding the truth
about the struggle over apartheid was a necessary precondition to
reconciliation. National unity and reconciliation could be achieved
only, it was argued, if the truth about past violations became pub-
licly known and acknowledged (see, for example, Truth and Rec-
onciliation Commission 1998, vol. 1, ch. 4, p. 53). Truth might not
automatically produce reconciliation, but without truth, reconcilia-
tion was thought to be highly unlikely. As Brandon Hamber and
Richard Wilson (n.d.) put it:

Thus a national process of uncovering and remembering the past is
said to allow the country to develop a common and shared memory,
and in so doing create a sense of unity and reconciliation for its peo-
ple. By having this shared memory of the past, and a common iden-
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tity as a traumatised people, the country can, at least theoretically,
move on to a future in which the same mistakes will not be re-
peated.

Finally, reconciliation is seen as a necessary condition for suc-
cessful democratization. The theory here is not complicated: unless
South Africans can agree to get along and refrain from killing each
other, democracy in the country will fail. Such an assumption seems
entirely reasonable.

This is a simple theory, although not simple to test. Many hope
that the theory is empirically accurate, since South Africa has wa-
gered a large part of its future on the veracity of these linkages.

The single most important purpose of this book is to test empiri-
cally the core hypothesis in this theory—that is, that truth leads to
reconciliation. I refer to this as the “truth → reconciliation hypoth-
esis” throughout this book. The four empirical chapters in which I
test this hypothesis—once for each of the subdimensions of the
overall concept—are the heart of this book.

One should not treat “truth” lightly, however, and I do not. In-
deed, truth can be even more worrisome than reconciliation, espe-
cially since so many of us bridle (or should bridle) at even the
intimation that “the truth”—official truth—exists. Whether one
likes it or not, an explicit objective of the TRC was to produce a
collective memory for South Africa. This is not just a chronicle of
who did what to whom; instead, it is an authoritative description
and analysis of the history of the country. Was apartheid a crime
against humanity? Was the criminality of apartheid due to the mis-
steps of a few rogue individuals, or was apartheid criminal by its
very ideology and through its institutions? These are questions for
which the TRC provided unambiguous and, by its accounting, de-
finitive answers. My goal here is not to assess the historical accu-
racy of these claims but rather to determine the degree to which
ordinary South Africans accept the truth as promulgated by the
TRC—South Africa’s “collective memory.” When I consider the
truth → reconciliation hypothesis, in every instance I am investi-
gating the hypothesis that those South Africans who accept the truth as
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documented by the TRC are more likely to be reconciled. As I try to expli-
cate more completely in chapter 3, “truth” here means the TRC’s
truth, nothing more.

Furthermore, factors other than truth can contribute to recon-
ciliation. Indeed, social scientists have learned much about the var-
ious processes that undergird this hypothesis, and I would be fool-
ish to ignore these important bodies of theory. For instance, one of
the most venerable hypotheses of the literature on political psy-
chology is that interracial contact contributes to interracial har-
mony. That hypothesis receives a great deal of scrutiny in this
book. Other social science theories are carefully examined as well.
My goal is to provide a comprehensive explanation of the variation
in levels of individual reconciliation, as defined by the four depen-
dent variables I identified earlier in this chapter.

Thus, my motives in writing this book are twofold: First, I hope
to address the extremely important policy questions posed by the
truth and reconciliation process and, most particularly, the hypoth-
esis that truth leads to reconciliation. I hope that the results of this
research will inform efforts to establish truth commissions else-
where in the world.

Second, I hope to make a contribution to the social science of
interpersonal and intergroup relations. Ultimately, reconciliation
is about people getting along with and tolerating each other, and
thus theories of political tolerance are directly relevant to this re-
search. In addition to considering the standard hypotheses from
the tolerance literature, I investigate the so-called contact hypoth-
esis, as well as theories of collective memory and of the conse-
quences of experiences with political repression. I realize that those
who walk down the middle of the road often get hit by trucks
traveling in both directions, but I try throughout this book to pur-
sue both these policy and theoretical objectives. My hope is that
those concerned with policy will come to appreciate the impor-
tance of theory, and that those mainly motivated by theory will see
that it is important to try to address the policy issues at stake
through rigorous social scientific inquiry.

To provide the context for this analysis, I begin with a brief
overview of the truth and reconciliation process in South Africa,
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focusing in particular on the objectives assigned to the TRC by the
legislation that created it.

Truth and Reconciliation in South Africa:
History and Formal Objectives

Ending apartheid in South Africa came at considerable cost to
those who had long struggled against the oppressive system. In
South Africa, in contrast to other nations emerging from a tyranni-
cal past (for instance, Argentina and Uganda), the ancien régime
was not defeated.6 This meant that the transition had to be bro-
kered. One of the central issues in the talks over the transforma-
tion of the apartheid state was amnesty. The National Party and
the leaders of other powerful white-dominated institutions (such
as the security forces) made amnesty a nonnegotiable centerpiece
of their demands (see Omar 1996). Without the promise of am-
nesty for the crimes (and criminals) of apartheid, the transition to
democracy would have stalled, and the political violence that had
been so widespread in the 1980s might have reemerged. The cre-
ation of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, with the power
to grant amnesty, was the price that the liberation forces had to
pay to secure a peaceful transition to majority rule (Rwelamira
1996).

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission was provided for by
the “Postamble/Endnote” to the Interim Constitution of 1993 and
enacted by the new Parliament in 1995 as the Promotion of Na-
tional Unity and Reconciliation Act (no. 34, 1995). That statute
called for the establishment of the commission, with separate com-
mittees on human rights violations, amnesty, and reparations and
rehabilitation. The TRC began functioning shortly thereafter.

The creation of the TRC was certainly controversial. Many par-
ties, including Amnesty International, argued that international
law and convention forbade granting amnesty for crimes against
humanity, as well as for torture and similar offenses; the parties’
slogan was: “No amnesty, no amnesia, just justice” (quoted in Ver-
woerd 1997).7 Nonetheless, the South African Constitutional Court
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upheld the constitutionality of the act (Azanian Peoples Organization
[AZAPO] and others v. President of the Republic of South Africa and
others, CCT 117/96 [July 25, 1996]), and the TRC began function-
ing in 1995.8

The truth and reconciliation process was expected to last only
two years. Instead, the TRC was in operation for six years. When
President Thabo Mbeki dissolved the commission’s amnesty com-
mittee, effective May 31, 2001, his proclamation also revived the
TRC for another six months for the purpose of preparing two sup-
plementary volumes to the Final Report (issued in 1998).9

Some evidence suggests that the truth and reconciliation process
was deeply unpopular among South Africans of every color. For
instance, a survey conducted in mid-1998 by Business Day (a rea-
sonably well respected South African newspaper) found that nearly
two-thirds of the public believed that the truth and reconciliation
process had harmed race relations in South Africa (see Business
Day Reporter 1998; see also Theissen 1997; Theissen and Hamber
1998; Gibson and Gouws 1999; and Macdonald 2000). Critics charge
that the process has been characterized by little remorse or pen-
ance among the perpetrators, that not all of the guilty came for-
ward to admit their crimes (for example, former state president
P. W. Botha), and generally that whites have been unwilling to
accept responsibility for apartheid. A host of other criticisms have
also been laid against the details of the process employed by the
TRC (see, for example, Jeffery 1999).

The TRC was established to achieve a general purpose as well as
several specific objectives. According to the National Unity and
Reconciliation Act, the goal “of the Commission shall be to pro-
mote national unity and reconciliation in a spirit of understanding
which transcends the conflicts and divisions of the past” (sect. 3,
1). The specific means of achieving this goal were to include “es-
tablishing as complete a picture as possible of the causes, nature
and extent of the gross violations of human rights which were
committed during the period . . . including antecedents, circum-
stances, factors and context of such violations, as well as perspec-
tives of the victims and the motives and perspectives of the persons
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responsible for the commission of the violations, by conducting in-
vestigations and holding hearings.”

In calling for a “complete picture” of the past, the law specifi-
cally addressed the need to create a collective memory for South
Africa. “A society cannot reconcile itself on the grounds of a di-
vided memory. . . . Clearly, key aspects of the historical and ethical
past must be put on the public record in such a manner that no
one can in good faith deny the past. Without truth and acknowl-
edgment, reconciliation is not possible” (Zalaquett 1997, 13).

A second mandate for the TRC involved “facilitating the grant-
ing of amnesty to persons who make full disclosure of all the rele-
vant facts related to acts associated with a political objective and
comply with the requirement of this Act.” This objective obviously
concerns the deeds of individual victims and perpetrators, but to
many, over time, it came also to address the larger issue of apart-
heid itself. For instance, South Africa’s Human Rights Commission
declared on July 31, 1993, that “the enormity of the crime of
apartheid as a system of social engineering must be revealed in all
its nakedness, including the distortions wrought upon some of
those who, in their fight against this evil, lost their way and en-
gaged [in] the very human rights violations so systematically prac-
tised by their oppressors” (quoted in Hay 1998, 55).

The TRC was also charged with “establishing and making known
the fate or whereabouts of victims and restoring the human and
civil dignity of such victims by granting them an opportunity to
relate their own accounts to the violations of which they are the
victims, and by recommending reparation measures in respect of
them.” The purpose identified in this section is that of achieving
reconciliation by restoring lost dignity to victims as well as provid-
ing them with compensation.

Finally, the TRC’s fourth objective was to produce a report ad-
dressing the first three issues and making recommendations on
how to develop a political culture in South Africa that would be
respectful of the human rights of all citizens.

Thus, the most general goal of the truth and reconciliation pro-
cess in South Africa has been to enhance the likelihood of recon-
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ciliation. Reconciliation was not given a great deal of specific con-
tent, although the framers of the process clearly sought to shape
the views of individual South Africans—for instance, by getting
them to accept the collective memory about the country’s past and
to endorse an expansive definition of human rights.

If reconciliation is to be turned into a concept amenable to em-
pirical investigation, however, it must be given more specific and
concrete meaning. I have already suggested that reconciliation is
multidimensional, with four distinct aspects. It is useful now to
consider these subdimensions more rigorously.

The Meaning of “Reconciliation”

Two themes dominate contemporary discussions of the truth and
reconciliation process in South Africa. First, no one seems to know
what “reconciliation” means. Mark Hay (1998, 13), for instance,
calls “reconciliation” “one of the most abused words in recent his-
tory in South Africa.” Indeed, Max du Preez (2001, 13), like some
others, has gone so far as to claim that, “of course, reconciliation is
a concept that cannot be measured.” Du Preez apparently believes
that this assertion is so self-evidently true that he judges it unnec-
essary to offer a defense of his point of view. Second, everyone is
certain that reconciliation has failed in South Africa, or at least has
not lived up to the expectations of most South Africans. People
may not be able to define and measure the concept, but they seem
to think they “know it when they see it”—or at least when they do
not see it.10

But surely reconciliation means something. Indeed, the problem
with the concept, according to some, is that it has too many mean-
ings, not too few. For instance, Brandon Hamber and Hugo van der
Merwe (1998) claim to have isolated five distinct ways in which
reconciliation has been either implicitly or explicitly used. The
problem with reconciliation is not that it is devoid of content; the
problem is that reconciliation is such an intuitively accessible con-
cept that everyone is able to imbue it with her or his own distinct
understanding.
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But perhaps reconciliation is not such a difficult and complicated
concept after all. A great deal of complexity can certainly be at-
tached to the idea, but it is also possible to distill the concept down
to a few simple and specific elements. Reconciliation is often dis-
cussed as a relationship, either between victims and perpetrators or
between beneficiaries and the exploited. The TRC Final Report re-
fers to the following types of relationships: individuals with them-
selves, between victims, between survivors and perpetrators, within
families, between neighbors, between communities, within differ-
ent institutions, between different generations, between racial and
ethnic groups, between workers and management, and, “above all,
between the beneficiaries of apartheid and those who have been
disadvantaged by it” (Truth and Reconciliation Commission 1998,
vol. 5, ch. 9, pp. 350–51). To make the concept empirically man-
ageable, I must first be clear about who is being reconciled with
whom or what.

Discussions of reconciliation in South Africa typically refer to two
distinct phenomena: dealing with the microtruth of what happened
to specific loved ones, and dealing with the macrotruth about the
nature of the struggle over apartheid. At the micro level, discussions
often focus on the reconciliation of victims and perpetrators of gross
human rights violations. This is the clearest meaning of the term
“reconciliation,” and it has been the subject of wide media coverage
in South Africa. Stories about the most profoundly injured victims
(or their families) granting forgiveness to their evil tormentors are
the stuff of which soap operas are made, and they captured the fancy
of the South African public, at least for a while.11 When applied to
victims and perpetrators, reconciliation typically means acceptance
of blame, apology, and forgiveness. For many in South Africa, led by
Desmond Tutu (see Tutu 1999), this type of reconciliation has
deeply religious overtones, as in the third of the five definitions
proposed by Hamber and van der Merwe (1998), which stresses a
“strong religious ideology of reconciliation” based on identifying a
“humanity” common to all groups in South Africa. Central to this
definition is forgiveness, although Hamber and van der Merwe assert
that “this perspective runs the risk of mistakenly equating forgive-
ness of past enemies with reconciliation.”12
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The larger South African society is the context for the second
meaning of the term—reconciliation between the races and, closely
related, between those who profited from apartheid and those who
were injured by it. Dan Markel (1999, 407) refers to this as “the
public reconciliative relationship” and asserts: “The TRC hoped
to cultivate a broad-swathed public reconciliative role among and
with the various racial and ethnic groups of South Africa, so that
social groups would learn the skills necessary to cope with the pain
experienced as a group in the past.” This understanding of recon-
ciliation has little to do with any specific human rights violation;
rather, it involves coming to grips with (accepting responsibility
and blame for) the subjugation of the black majority by the small
white minority under apartheid. As Antjie Krog notes: “Reconcilia-
tion in this country is not between actual operators and victims,
but between the beneficiaries (whites) and the exploited (blacks)”
(quoted in Christie 2000, 147). This definition is similar to the first
definition proposed by Hamber and van der Merwe (1998)—a
“non-racial ideology of reconciliation,” which is basically a condi-
tion in which South Africans live together as “non-racial citizens
within a harmoniously integrated social setting.” It is also similar to
their second definition, which emphasizes “intercommunal under-
standing” and calls for “bridging the divide” between various dis-
tinct and generally separate racial communities. “From this per-
spective the TRC is considered to be a facilitator that can improve
communication and mutual tolerance of diversity.” As Kadar As-
mal (2000, 1226) notes: “If you never pulled a trigger nor held a
smoking gun, but yet you benefited from the societal system de-
fended by the violence—if all you did was loaf around a poolside
in an opulent white apartheid suburb—you still needed to be in-
volved in the process [of transition and reconciliation].” My con-
cern in this book is thus with these broader sociopolitical aspects of
the reconciliation of all South Africans, not just victims and per-
petrators. Reconciliation may be thought of as a continuum de-
scribing the relationship between those who were masters and
slaves under the old apartheid system, not just the relationship
between those who were victims or perpetrators of gross human
rights violations.
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In South Africa the groups that must reconcile are the four main
racial groups in the country (see the appendix to this chapter)—
whites, Africans, Colored people, and South Africans of Asian ori-
gin. The root cause of interracial alienation in South Africa was
colonialism; the proximate cause was, of course, apartheid. The
damage inflicted was inequality, loss of dignity, and untold vio-
lence and political repression. Whites treated Africans, Colored
people,13 and South Africans of Asian origin as if they were inferior
in nearly every sense, including in the political and legal domains,
and blacks were even expelled from their own country to the so-
called Bantustans. The essential condition for reconciliation is
therefore that South Africans of every race accept all other South
Africans as equals and treat them as equal, extending dignity, re-
spect, and cocitizenship to them. The TRC Final Report (Truth and
Reconciliation Commission 1998, vol. 9, ch. 5, p. 425) asserts that
reconciliation requires the recognition that “we are all in the same
boat—we simply need to understand each other better and be
more respectful of each other’s culture.” The report also concludes:
“Reconciliation is based on respect for our common humanity”
(435). Hay (1998, 14) defines reconciliation as “the establishing or
recovery of human dignity and humanity of every person, rooted
in human rights, and the acceptance of this by the individual and
the society.” When people talk about reconciliation, they often
mean nothing more than the races getting along better—that is, a
diminution of racial animosities. Accomplishing this aim requires
that people come to interact with each other more (the breakdown
of barriers across races) and communicate more, acts that in turn
lead to greater understanding and perhaps acceptance and result in
the appreciation and exaltation of the value of racial diversity and
multiculturalism in the “Rainbow Nation.”

Reconciliation also takes on three additional meanings beyond
interracial reconciliation. The first is simply political tolerance, the
willingness of South Africans to put up with their political foes.14

South Africans may not be required to like or agree with each
other, but many have expected the truth and reconciliation process
to contribute to a sort of relatively peaceful coexistence. In its min-
imalist version, this means putting up with those who hold differ-
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ent or even repugnant ideas and viewpoints. In its maximalist ren-
dition, tolerance means embracing one’s former enemies, forgiving
them, and perhaps even joining in political coalitions with them.

A third aspect of reconciliation has to do with the development
of a political culture in South Africa that is respectful of the human
rights of all people. The creation of a human rights culture was one
of the explicit goals of the TRC. The Final Report (Truth and Recon-
ciliation Commission 1998, vol. 5, ch. 9, p. 435) asserts: “Recon-
ciliation requires that all South Africans accept moral and political
responsibility for nurturing a culture of human rights and democ-
racy within which political and socio-economic conflicts are ad-
dressed both seriously and in a non-violent manner.” This concep-
tion is similar to the fourth definition of reconciliation proposed by
Hamber and van der Merwe (1998). For South Africa’s nascent
democracy to prosper, the political culture must be one in which
the universalistic application of the rule of law—and the rejection
of the arbitrary exercise of governmental authority and power—is
deeply valued and respected.

Finally, it is important as well to address the institutions that
serve as the backbone of South Africa’s new democracy, since de-
mocracy is both a set of formal institutions and a set of cultural
values.15 For instance, South Africans must come to tolerate each
other, to be willing to countenance the expression of displeasing
political ideas. But they must also come to support institutions that
have the authoritative means of enforcing political tolerance as ef-
fective public policy. Just as the truth and reconciliation process
sought to encourage respect for human rights in South Africa, it
also implicitly sought support for the institutions charged with the
protection of those human rights. If South Africans fail to extend
legitimacy to the institutions of majority rule and the protection of
minority rights, it would be difficult indeed to consider them rec-
onciled with the nascent democratic system that has been imple-
mented. To extend these institutions legitimacy is to accept at an
elemental level South Africa’s multiracial system of democratic
rule and reconcile with the new political dispensation in the coun-
try. Reconciliation requires that all South Africans recognize the
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legitimacy of the political institutions created after the fall of apart-
heid.

Consequently, a “reconciled” South African is one who:

• eschews racial stereotyping, treating people respectfully as indi-
viduals, not as members of a racial group;

• is tolerant of those with whom he or she disagrees;

• subscribes to a set of beliefs about the universal application of
human rights protections to all South African citizens; and

• recognizes the legitimacy of South Africa’s political institutions
and is therefore predisposed to accept and acquiesce to their pol-
icy rulings.

Thus, in this book I investigate reconciliation between people,
among groups, with basic constitutional principles, and with the in-
stitutions essential to the new South African democracy.

Understanding Variation in Reconciliation:
Testing Theory and Hypotheses

South Africans undoubtedly differ in the degree to which they
hold reconciled attitudes. Since mine is a microlevel analysis, my
overriding purpose is to account for the variability across individ-
uals in these four aspects of reconciliation. Here I briefly introduce
the theories that play a prominent role in my analysis.

Theories of Collective Memory

To speak of “truth” evokes the imagery of theories of collective
memory. I contend in this book that the TRC attempted to assem-
ble a collective memory of the apartheid past for South Africans,
and this contention is unlikely to be controversial. What is perhaps
novel in my analysis is the attempt to test the hypothesis that the
degree of an individual South African’s participation in the collec-
tive memory forged by the truth and reconciliation process is re-



18 Overcoming Apartheid

lated to the degree to which that individual is reconciled. Thus, my
findings have profound implications for those who would attempt
large-scale attitude change through social persuasion, which is
what the TRC sought to do—with at least a modicum of success.

Interracial Contact Theory

The contact hypothesis is one of the most venerable in political
psychology, even if research has generated a variety of caveats to
the simple idea that the more people interact, the more likely they
are to accept each other. I rely heavily on the contact hypothesis as
an explanation of the degree to which racial reconciliation has
taken place in South Africa. Generally, racial isolation characterizes
the country, but to the extent that people engage each other in
circumstances of at least modest intimacy and a fragment of equal-
ity, reconciliation profits.

Theories of Political Tolerance

An impressive body of literature has emerged accounting for why
some are tolerant of their political enemies and others are not. This
literature has taught us, for example, about the crucial role that
perceptions of threat play in shaping tolerance. In addition to in-
vestigating the conventional threat-centered explanations of intol-
erance, I focus here on the ways in which intolerance is connected
to group identities. Intolerance is more than a matter of individuals
not putting up with each other. It is also about intergroup conflict,
and therefore social identity theory has much to say about political
tolerance—a minimalist definition of reconciliation.

Experiences with Political Repression

Though no clear body of theory addresses the microlevel political
consequences of having experienced political repression, I include
this in my listing of theoretical approaches since it is so central
to my analysis. Apartheid left deep scars on South Africa, and on
South Africans, and individuals’ experiences under apartheid no
doubt have shaped their understandings of both truth and recon-
ciliation. But not all South Africans were directly harmed by apart-
heid; not even all Black South Africans were directly injured by the
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repressive system.16 One of the most unexpected findings from this
research is that people fared so differently under apartheid. Conse-
quently, the hypothesis that variation in experiences shapes levels
of reconciliation is investigated across all four dimensions of recon-
ciliation.

Legitimacy Theory

An important body of theory addresses the question of how insti-
tutions relate to the citizens they govern, and in particular how
perceptions of institutional legitimacy contribute to compliance
with unpopular political and legal decisions. I mobilize that body of
theory in considering reconciliation with the new political dispen-
sation in South Africa. To the extent that these new institutions
suffer from a legitimacy deficit, they are unlikely to be effective
agents of democratization.

Thus, my hope is that readers will find this analysis rich in terms
of both the theory it addresses and the significance of the overall
research question: does truth contribute to reconciliation?

The Plan of the Book

This book is structured around seven chapters in which empirical
evidence is adduced to consider the hypothesis that the truth and
reconciliation process has contributed to a more reconciled South
Africa. These chapters all draw on a survey of South African opin-
ion that I conducted in 2000 and 2001.

Chapter 2 is perhaps a somewhat unusual chapter for a book
such as this, since it focuses on the independent variables used in
the analysis rather than the dependent variables. I do this so as to
set the context for my research on reconciliation, especially the
context as defined by the relationship of contemporary South Af-
rica to its apartheid past. Little rigorous research has been reported
documenting how South Africans experienced apartheid, so I de-
vote considerable effort to investigating how people believe they
lived and their memories of the experiences they had under the
old system. In general, many of my findings about apartheid are
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entirely unexpected, thereby justifying my examination of these re-
sults early in the book.

Chapter 2 also discusses group identities. This portion of the
chapter is considerably less surprising, since I document that iden-
tities are important and that most South Africans view groups as
continuing to be important in South African politics. These and the
other indicators described in this chapter set the stage for testing
hypotheses about variability in individual-level reconciliation.

In chapter 3, I analyze truth—or as I have noted, the truth as
constructed by the truth and reconciliation process in South Africa.
I begin the chapter by considering just what the TRC proclaimed
about the country’s apartheid past. Then I examine the degree to
which ordinary South Africans accept this truth as the collective
memory of the country, and I consider whether the activities of the
TRC itself contributed to a common understanding of the nature of
the country’s apartheid past. My findings in this chapter are filled
with unexpected nuggets, ranging from the widespread condemna-
tion of apartheid among whites to the remarkable degrees to which
Africans, Colored people, and those of Asian origin do not con-
demn apartheid. A multivariate analysis of truth acceptance reveals
that group identities influence beliefs about the past, although not
always in simple and direct ways. Perhaps the most important con-
tribution of this chapter lies in documenting how collective mem-
ory can be rendered a rigorous theory and in suggesting how to
analyze individual differences in acceptance of collective memories.

The first reconciliation-dependent variable for my analysis is in-
vestigated in chapter 4. There I test a variety of hypotheses about
the factors that have contributed to interracial reconciliation among
South Africans. For instance, I discover that interracial reconcilia-
tion is heavily dependent on interracial contacts. Not all contact
has a salutary effect on racial attitudes—for instance, simply work-
ing with people of a different race has no positive consequences—
but when South Africans interact in conditions of relative intimacy
and equality, racial animosities decline. Most important, I make
the bold claim in this chapter that, at least under some circum-
stances and with some groups, truth (as promulgated by the TRC)
does indeed contribute to reconciliation. This is perhaps the most
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important chapter in the book, since it addresses one of the most
fundamental aspects of reconciliation—the question of whether
South Africans of different races can live peacefully and respectfully
with each other.

In chapter 5, I analyze the second aspect of reconciliation—sup-
port for a human rights culture in South Africa, and in particular
the universalistic rule of law. After discovering that support for the
rule of law is not widespread in South Africa (although compared
to such support in other established democracies, commitment to
the rule of law in South Africa is not inordinately low), I report
significant interracial differences in levels of commitment to this
aspect of a human rights culture. Attitudes toward the rule of law
are bound up in a larger set of beliefs about the rights and obliga-
tions of majorities and minorities in a liberal democracy, and these
beliefs differ across the various racial groups in predictable ways.
Finally, I produce evidence that the truth and reconciliation pro-
cess may indeed have shaped (at least in part) the ways in which
South Africans think about the rule of law and human rights.

Chapter 6 continues my concern with intergroup relations by
focusing on political intolerance. Political tolerance is the minimal-
ist form of reconciliation because it requires nothing more than
that South Africans put up with their political enemies. Beginning
the analysis with well-trodden theories of tolerance, I evaluate the
hypothesis that intolerance is a function of the threats that people
perceive from their political enemies. The hypothesis is confirmed,
although it is interesting to note that sociotropic threats (threats
to the country, to the South African way of life) are considerably
more powerful predictors of intolerance than egocentric threats
(threats to the individual himself or herself) or perceptions of the
political power of the group. I also find that threat perceptions
have abated somewhat since an earlier similar study conducted in
1996.

The most important contribution of this chapter is its investiga-
tion of the linkage between social identity theory and intolerance.
Though the relationships are often complicated, the analysis estab-
lishes no significant connection between group identities and polit-
ical intolerance. This finding represents an important challenge to
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those who see the roots of intergroup conflict in the group attach-
ments of citizens.

In some respects, the analysis I report in chapter 7 is a digres-
sion, since I do not directly consider one of the four dimensions of
reconciliation. Instead, this chapter addresses the question of how
to compensate for the inherent injustice of granting amnesty to
those who admitted gross human rights violations. The TRC awarded
amnesties to more than one thousand miscreants, thereby creating
a “retributive justice deficit.” In this chapter, I report evidence that
this justice deficit was in fact overcome by other aspects of the
amnesty process. It will surprise few that distributive justice (com-
pensation) can make up for some of the failure to achieve retribu-
tive justice. But the most important and interesting findings of this
chapter are that two other forms of justice—restorative justice
(apologies) and procedural justice (giving voice to the victims and
their families)—contribute mightily to compensating for the inher-
ent unfairness of granting amnesty to human rights violators. Though
I explicitly do not claim that reconciliation requires the acceptance
of the necessity of granting amnesties, I do conclude in this chapter
that the amnesty component of the truth and reconciliation pro-
cess did less damage to reconciliation than many believe, in large
part because the process produced compensatory forms of justice.

In chapter 8, the final empirical analysis of reconciliation, I in-
vestigate the legitimacy that South Africans accord to the political
institutions of the New South Africa. My central contention here is
that reconciliation requires that South Africa’s new Parliament and
Constitutional Court be recognized as legitimate and authoritative
and that, as a consequence, South Africans must accept the deci-
sions of these institutions, especially the decisions of which they
disapprove. This chapter relies heavily on legitimacy theory, which
assigns a crucially important function to constitutional courts in
liberal democracy: the need to overrule the actions of the majority
when they infringe on the constitution, and especially on the rights
of political minorities. In what is perhaps the most pessimistic por-
tion of my analysis, I find that neither institution enjoys widespread
and cross-racial legitimacy in contemporary South Africa. This lack
of legitimacy is partly due to the failure of the Constitutional Court
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to establish a distinctly nonpolitical legal identity; as it is right now,
views toward the court and the parliament are closely related and
dependent as well on satisfaction with the short-term performance
of the institution. Without a store of institutional legitimacy, South
African institutions are dependent on pleasing their constituents if
they are to gain acquiescence with their decisions. This does not
bode well for the future, since these institutions must inevitably be
able to make decisions that are displeasing to South Africans but
pleasing to constitutional democracy when the two conflict.

The last chapter returns to the overarching question of whether
truth actually leads to reconciliation, based on the empirical results
of the five analytical chapters. I draw conclusions about the role
that the truth and reconciliation process has played in the consol-
idation of South Africa’s democratic transition. Though my most
general conclusion is that the truth and reconciliation process has
indeed contributed to reconciliation in South Africa, I nonetheless
identify several ways in which the South African experience may
not be generalizable to other transitional political systems.

Ultimately, however, democracy in South Africa has been well
served by the efforts of the TRC and the many people who tried to
create a truth for the country that would reconcile South Africa’s
many competing factions and interests.

Concluding Comments

This book’s look at reconciliation from the viewpoint of the indi-
vidual citizen is both the primary strength and weakness of this
research. Individuals constitute the building blocks of a political
system, and it is difficult to imagine how a society could be recon-
ciled without individual members of that society also being recon-
ciled. Thus, learning about levels of reconciliation among South
Africans and discovering something about the causes of such rec-
onciliation are crucial tasks to which this book purports to make an
important contribution.

But not all questions of reconciliation can be understood in terms
of the attributes of citizens. Groups are important, institutions are
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important, and some individuals (elites) are more important than
others. Moreover, exogenous events (international terrorism, for
instance) can play an enormous role in shaping how a society feels
about difference and about those who are different. Thus, while
my study here is concerned with a fundamentally important chap-
ter in the larger book of South African reconciliation, the story I
tell is a story of the beginning, not the end, of the process of recon-
ciliation.

Appendix: Race in South Africa

Whatever one’s preferences, no one can write about South African
politics without writing about race. Since race is such a salient part
of the South African context—and since race is such a contentious
concept—I offer here my understanding of the meaning of the
concept.17

It is common in South Africa to divide the total population into
four racial categories for the purposes of research or to explain the
demographic realities and/or socioeconomic conditions in the coun-
try, and I follow this practice throughout the analysis reported in this
book. As Wilmot James and Jeffrey Lever (2000, 44) note: “The use
of these categories is unavoidable given the fixity that they have
come to acquire both in popular consciousness and official business.”
The use of these racial terminologies, however, differs from the way
in which racial categorization may be understood in other societies.
It is therefore important to understand the historical development of
these categories, especially the legal boundaries imposed on racial
groups by the apartheid government.18

The four racial groups are African, white, Colored, and South
Africans of Asian origin (Indian). These groups are also often re-
ferred to as population groups, ethnic groups (although this term
usually refers to African subcategories such as Xhosa or Zulu), or
national groups. The African majority has been known by Euro-
pean settlers by different names over time, such as “native,”
“Bantu,” or “Black,” and some of these terminologies were later
formalized by apartheid legislation. The Africans were the original
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inhabitants of the area now called South Africa; descendants of
Iron Age farmers, they speak different variants of the Bantu lan-
guages spoken in sub-Saharan Africa, east of Cameroon (James
and Lever 2000, 44). Generally, I refer to these people as Africans
or blacks.

The white inhabitants of South Africa (formerly called Euro-
peans) are descendants of Dutch, German, French (Huguenots
who fled religious persecution in France), English, and other Euro-
pean and Jewish settlers. Though South Africa was colonized by
the Dutch and the British in different historical periods, the British
colonization caused English to become entrenched as a commonly
spoken language.

“Colored” is considered a mixed-race category, although as James
and Lever (2000, 44) argue, it is actually a residual category of
people of quite divergent descents. “Colored” refers to the children
of intermarriages between whites, Khoi-Khoi (commonly referred
to as “Hottentots”) and the San (commonly referred to as “Bush-
men”), slaves from Malagasy and Southeast Asia (Malaysia), and
Africans (Thompson and Prior 1982, 34).

The Indian population came to South Africa as indentured la-
borers to work on the sugar plantations in Natal in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries. They came from different re-
gions in the Indian subcontinent, adhered to different religions,
and spoke different languages, and so, like Colored people, they
are not a homogeneous group. I refer to these people as South
Africans of Asian origin, despite the fact that some Colored people
are technically of Asian origin.

When the National Party came to power in 1948, it embarked
on a legislative process aimed at securing white political power and
keeping the white population group “pure.” The Population Regis-
tration Act, 30 of 1950, and its various amendments legislated that
all citizens of South Africa be classified according to racial or ethnic
origins. Racial origin was determined by the natural father’s classi-
fication. The policy was not consistently implemented, however,
because when the father in a mixed-race marriage was African, the
offspring was classified as African, but if the father was white, the
offspring was classified as Colored (see Brookes 1968, 24). Addi-
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tional criteria were acceptance in the community and appearance;
a 1967 amendment added descent (Thompson and Prior 1982, 36).
Very often mixed-race families were split up owing to the hues of
their skin, causing immense suffering (Horrel 1982, 2).

The original act referred to the main groups as “white,” “col-
ored” and “Native.” In 1951 the South African government re-
placed “Native” with “Bantu,” and in 1978 it officially changed the
term to “Black.” The most commonly used term now for the origi-
nal inhabitants of South Africa is “African,” while “Black” is often
used inclusively to refer to everyone who is not white. (The term
originated as a negative reaction to references to groups other than
whites as “nonwhites.”) In this sense, “Black” is sometimes mis-
leading, since it refers to Africans, Colored people, and those of
Asian origin. (“Black” is rarely used in this way in this book.) The
enforcement of the Population Registration Act was very impor-
tant, since it was the foundation for the Group Areas Act, 41 of
1950 (legalizing separate neighborhoods for each racial group), and
the Separate Amenities Act, 49 of 1953 (legalizing separate public
facilities for the different racial groups).19

A direct response to the fixed racial categorization of the apart-
heid regime was the ideological endorsement of nonracialism by
the African National Congress (ANC). This policy rejected race as a
social construct and supported the underlying principle of equality
for all, with appearance and descent playing no role. Yet the politi-
cal and sociological realities created under apartheid—such as ho-
mogeneous neighborhoods and segregated schools—now coupled
with political strategies such as affirmative action to undo past dis-
crimination, still reinforce and politicize racial consciousness in-
volving these specific categorizations (James and Lever 2000, 45).
From the perspective of research on South Africa’s political cul-
ture(s), it could therefore be justifiably argued that the subjective
experience of these racial categorizations, the class positions, and
the sociological and historical realities of their members justify the
general practice of reporting these results separately by these racial
groupings.

In earlier research (for example, Gibson and Gouws 2003; Gib-
son 2003), I have documented enormous differences across South
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Africa’s groups in terms of a wide variety of political attitudes.
Consequently, it is essential that race be incorporated into the
analyses in this book. To ignore race would be to fail to recognize
that South African politics today continues to be shaped by its rac-
ist history. To incorporate race into this analysis is not to accept
anything about apartheid but merely to acknowledge that apart-
heid shaped—and continues to shape—political reality in South
Africa.


