
TRUTH AND RECONCILIATION 

Safe space 
for truth 

Sheena Duncan L iv ings tone M x e n g e 

Picture: SOUTH 

T
HE assassination of Johan Heyns 
last mon th shocked South Africans 
w i th its utter senselessness, 
evoking bitter memories of other 
such dark days* Tragically, the 

death of the former moderator o f the tXitch 
Reformed Church (DRQi underscored the 
prime motivat ion lor the proposed Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission: our need to deal 
seriously and structurally with our polarised, 
brutal past In order to move towards healing 
and reconcil iation. 

How should -South Alrica deal w i th the 
pain, the anger and also the guilt and remorse 
so that the nat ion can experience healing? 

•People who have experienced all kinds of 
trauma need to tell their stories, to be 
acknowledged, if they are to move o n , " said 
Bea Abrahams, clinical director o f the Trauma 
Centre for Victims of Torture in Cape Town. 
"Especially In the case of torture, where the 
aim was to break down the person's spirit, the 
trust in himself or herself and in others was 
seriously compromised. Tell ing one's story in 
a sale place where one is listened to and 
believed helps a person to begin re­
establishing trust." 

This process is at the core of the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission* The director o f 
the Justice in Transition project, Alex Boraine, 
said that whi le it was important to tell the 
t ruth and establish a record of history, the 
fundamental reason for the commission was 
reconciliation. For this reason the v ic t im was 
the main priority, and this had been 
emphasised continual ly by Justice Minister 
Dullah Omar, said Boraine* 

To enable victims to tell their stories w i th in 
a supportive environment, contact has been 
made w i t h many support groups, A special 
committee wi l l be responsible for liaising 
with trauma centres, psychologists as well as 
social welfare and religious communit ies so 
that a network can be in place before, during 
and after the commission's sitt ing. 

The commission itself w i l l have a large stalf 
of counsellors and care-givers seconded f rom 
the state and civil society. Once a v ict im has 
been identif ied the commission staff wi l l be 
responsible for f ind ing out where the person 
lives, whether they need transport, who they 
may want to accompany them and the nature 
of their existing support structures. W i th the 
victim's permission, these support structures 
wi l l be informed so that the person testifying 
can be drawn back into die communi ty . 

Other preparatory work wi l l include an 
assessment of the vict im's needs by a panel ot 
trained staff, provision of psychological 
counselling where necessary, ascertaining 
whether the person wants to give evidence in 
private or public, and the need for 
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translation. People will aha be available to 
^assure victims before they testify. 

A warning notet however, was sounded by 
Abraham*, who said victims needed to be 
aware of the commission's limitations. 
Expectations o( substantial material 
compensation or the redressing ol wrongs 
might not necessarily be me!* 

She said that within the context of the 
Trauma Centre, for example, It was important 
for clients' expectations lo be addressed so 
that they did not have an unrealistic idea ol 
what could be achieved, thereby breaking 
down the trust that had been built. 

Boraine's belief that religious communities 
had a particular role to play was echoed at a 
recent inter-faith consultation led by the 
South African chapter of the World 
Conference on Religion and Peace-

Eva practical. Sheena Duncan of the South 
African Council of Churches recommended 
the constant presence of pastors at the 
hearings: "We must walk beside the victims 
and not let them walk back into the world 
alone. Religious congregations can create the 
environment in which people can speak out 
their pain. Unless we create occasions for 
people to share, healing Is not going to 
happen/ 

Theologian John deGruchy said religious 
communities needed to enable people to 
understand the dynamics of forgiveness* "Not 
all will be able to forgive, which doesn't mean 
we shouldn't engage In the process. It just 
makes the challenge greater." 

A mure radical approach of face-to-face 
vicnm-pcrpetrator meetings was suggested by 
Ihe Rev Desmond van der Water of the 
United Congregational Church. 

There needs to be an exchange at an 
intimate level of the hurts and the actions. I 
remember the story of a woman In South 
America who wanted to forgive, but she 
couldn't forgive a system, she needed to 
forgive a person," 

But for some victims, such as Livingstone 
Mxenge. brother of slain activist Griffiths 
Mxenge, meeting his brother's killer, Dirk 
Coctzee, would be out of the question* 

"It would be like playing with fire. My 
brother was coming from work unarmed .„ 
they stabbed him 45 times, cut his throat and 
wvered his spinal cord with a knife." 

What about the need to support and 
counsel perpetrators? Pretoria clinical 
psychologist Marilyn Donaldson believes that 
while little can be done for any psychopaths 
who come forward, counselling should be 
ottered to their families. 

Kedibone Maluleka, wife of activist Peter 
Maluleka who vanished for six months, said 
Perpetrators needed to face up to what had 

happened and forgive themselves. "It Is 
normal that when you do something there Is 
a reaction. Perpetrators are still living in fear 
of that reaction. Once you confront them you 
can begin to change." 

Asked how he would deal with a perpetrator 
who came to him for counselling. DsHerik 
Zeeman of Pretoria's Moreletta Park DRC said: 
"As a minister 1 would surprise him by saying 
that I am part of the sin he committed and 
suffer with him as an act of solidarity." 

Zeeman's greater concern was that people 
might not have enough trust In the church to 
come forward for counselling. Since changing 
Its stance on apartheid, the DRC has lost its 
value for many erstwhile followers. 

Beyond dealing specifically with the victims 
and perpetrators, the commission is likely to 
reach every citizen in one way or another. 

Donaldson sees this as an opportunity for 
all South Africans to pause and look at 
themselves before moving on; something wre 
should have done after the elections. 

Maluleka said she was astounded by how 
much fear site harboured She believed there 
was fear on both sides and that people needed 

A special committee wilt he responsi­
ble for liaising with trauma centres, 
psychologists as well as social wel­
fare ami religious communities so 
that a network can be in place 
before, during and after tite commis­
sion's sitting. 

to get together over tea or a braaivleis and talk 
at an informal, yet structured level "By facing 
the fear together It loses its power." 

People who have been able to forgive, like 
President Nelson Mandela and car bomb 
victim Albie Sachs, can serve as inspirational 
role models. Similar people within 
communities, who can explain how they 
have coped, need to be identified so they can 
be a source of strength for others. 

Again, the religious communities have a 
huge role to playf extending their victim 
support to the broader community. 
Disturbingly, from conversations with 
dominees In the DRC, one does not get a 
sense that the impact of the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission on their members 
has been fully anticipated. 

Zeeman acknowledged that the church 
would have ro be sensitive to the dynamics as 
They developed* While It is not the style of his 
church to approach Ihe commission from the 

pulpit. It would marshal its pastoral resources 
In the form of workshops, support groups, 
newsletters and by Indexing care professionals 
in the congregation and Indicating which 
ministers would be sympathetic. 

How the media responds will also be 
important. A powerful story told from the 
heart should not be dissolved Into a news 
story. National television can build a sense of 
empathy by taking some of the more moving 
stories into people's living rooms. 

What about those who believed they were 
doing the right thing? Donaldson said she 
believed that they needed to be acknowledged 
and that the people on the "other side" 
needed to respect that. 

She cited the case of her brother who was 
sent io Angola. "They experienced more 
shelling Uian took place in the whole of the 
World War II- It was never acknowledged that 
they were lu Angola, and when they were 
discharged they were told to keep quiet. If 
they crumbled they were treated as mentally 
III or weak. Only now can my brother book 
himself in for treatment." 

She looks to the power of ritual for the 
healing of people like her brother. She 
suggests a march by the different armies - the 
old South African l>efence Force and the 
liberation armies - in separate parades which 
move towards each other until they meet at a 
place of reconciliation and are integrated. 

The place of symbolic actions and ritual are 
central to the process of national repentance 
and the turning towards a new era, according 
lo the Rev Barney Pityana. His suggestion is 
lhat a national symbolic event be held at the 
conclusion of the work of the commission. He 
added lhat African traditional culture made 
the "washing of wounds" a significant 
experience. 

Ukc rituals, memorials or rolls of honour 
are meaningful ways of publicly honouring 
and remembering those who died Mxenge 
would like a memorial for Griffiths and his 
wife Victoria. "Before she died, Victoria 
wanted her husband's grave to be a public 
place. In keeping with that we have exhumed 
their bodies and put them in a special 
graveyard next to the road. The tombstones 
will be unveiled next year." 

In the end though, healing of the psyche 
has to go hand in hand with a change in 
people's lives. People who have jobs, a home 
to live in, safe communities and a say over 
their own lives will be able to lay the past to 
rest. Then the deaths of Steve Biko, Ndl 
Aggett, Chris Hani and Johan Heyns along 
with thousands of others will not have been 
futile. • 

Aliar Coetzee 1% based at Idnsa's l^rctoria office. 
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