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Throughout the world, truth commissions have been (and are 
being) constructed under the hope that discovering the “truth” 
about a country’s conflictual past will somehow contribute to 
“reconciliation." Most such efforts point to South Africa’s truth 
and reconciliation process as an exemplar influence of truth 
finding. But has truth actually contributed to reconciliation in 
South Africa? 

At present, no one can answer this question since no rigorous 
andlytical systematic assessment of the the truth and 
reconciliation process has ever been conducted. This paper 
directly investigates the hypothesis that truth leads to 
reconciliation. Based on a survey of 3,700 South Africans in 
2001, Gibson gives both “truth” and “reconciliation” conceptual 
and operational meaning. I then report empirical evidence that 
the “truth” as promulgated by the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission is fairly widely accepted by South Africans, of least 
some degree of reconciliation characterizes South Africa today; 
and that the collective produced by the process (“truth”) did 
indeed contribute to reconciliation. He conclude by considering 
whether the South African case is unique or whether other 
divided countries might be able similar process to propel 
themselves toward a more peaceful and democratic future. 

James L. Gibson studies mass psychology and behavior and 
democratization in various regions of the world such as the 
United States, Russia, and Africa. His research has focused on 
why ordinary people think the way they do about political issues 
(especially political tolerance) and how such thinking translates 
into public policy and democratic reform. Inspired by the motto 
of the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s, Gibson is currently 
engaged in writing a trilogy of “overcoming” with regard to the 
case of South Africa . The first book in this trilogy was about 
overcoming intolerance, the second one on overcoming apartheid 
and Gibson intends the third one to be on overcoming historical 
injustices.  

In his talk at the Mershon Center, Gibson focused on overcoming 
apartheid and discussed his investigation of the hypothesis that 
truth leads to reconciliation. It has become commonplace to point 
to South Africa today as a major success story in this regard. The 
truth commission that was created following the end of apartheid 
rule in the country has been very successful in uncovering the 
truth about the country's conflictual past, and thus, is argued to 
have contributed greatly to reconciliation among different ethnic 
groups in South Africa. Some observers have even called South 
Africa a miracle because the transition to democracy seems to 
have succeeded at a time when the country could have easily 
descended into bitter violent conflict or even civil war. Gibson's 
major objective in his research was to find out how and why this 
success happened and how the truth commission contributed to 
the outcome.  

Based on a survey of a representative sample of various ethnic 
and racial groups in the country, Gibson found that the truth as 
promulgated by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) 
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in South Africa is indeed fairly widely accepted by South Africans 
across different ethnicities. This is because the way TRC pursued 
truth in the country gave it considerable legitimacy. In granting 
amnesty to those who admitted their human rights violations and 
encouraging victims to come out and share their stories in a non-
legalistic setting, the truth uncovered by the Commission was 
more substantial that would have been otherwise possible.  

In fact, the TRC had a broader goal. It aimed to contribute to 
societal transformation and democratic reform in the country and 
the reconciliation that was assumed to follow from the truth was 
seen as an important factor in the move toward democratization. 
In contrast to TRC's optimistic approach, however, people in 
South Africa were pretty pessimistic about chances of 
reconciliation, particularly once truth was uncovered. The 
collective memory, as promulgated by the TRC, however, came 
to be widely accepted.  

Survey results show that blacks are still significantly less 
reconciled than Asians or whites. This is not surprising since they 
were the primary targets of the apartheid regime. Nonetheless, it 
is interesting to note that a substantial minority of the Black 
population also believes in racial separation, i.e. separate 
development of races, and hence agree that ideas behind 
apartheid were in fact good ones despite its actions.  

South Africa moved from a period of extreme racial polarization 
in the 1980s to the end of violence and establishment of a 
democratic regime in the 1990s. And the rule of the black 
majority has not resulted in the trampling of the white minority. 
What the TRC did during this process was to show that all sides 
were to blame for the crimes of the Apartheid era. Both whites 
and blacks committed human rights violations and atrocities, 
even if not on an equal scale. This realization helped the two 
sides not to see the other as pure evil. In turn, the impartiality of 
the commission and its verdict that all perpetrators need to be 
held accountable, lend it credibility and allowed ordinary people 
to rethink apartheid.  

The mass of people in any society are bystanders and do not 
figure as perpetrators or victims. In fact, in South Africa , most 
whites were unaware of the real nature of the conflict or the dirty 
war conducted by their government. Blacks, on the other hand, 
did not know much about the atrocities committed by the 
liberation forces. It is extremely hard to reconcile with absolute 
evil, but as all groups felt compromised by these hard findings of 
the TRC, the commission helped them to reach reconciliation.  

In sum, the TRC succeeded in its mission in South Africa for a 
number of reasons. In its quest for the truth, the commission 
penetrated society and talked to ordinary people throughout the 
country. Testimonies were obtained in a non-legal way and 
amnesty helped reveal more of the truth. Media helped the 
process by covering it widely and in a favorable way. The 
commission's impartiality also lent it legitimacy, though it was 
attacked from all sides. And its message was one of blaming all 
sides, rather than focusing on a single group, which helped them 
to rethink the past and their role in it. Finally, the leadership 
shown by Mandela was very instrumental. As the leader of 
liberation movement, he stressed tolerance in his role as 
president and sought to move the country forward by praising 
the value of living together.  

A number of factors facilitated the work of the commission and 
the reconciliation to emerge in South Africa , however, and this 
qualifies the “truth leads to reconciliation” hypothesis. First of all, 
there is great support for the rule of law on all sides. Even during 
the apartheid era, the system was one of legal regulation and 
procedurally correct. Secondly, there is considerable political 
pluralism in the country, as exhibited by the high number of 
NGOs that operate in various areas. Thirdly, the extent of injuries 
to citizens was never so high during the apartheid era, despite all 
the injustices committed. In this regard, South Africa fares much 
better than places like Bosnia or Rwanda where the harm 
inflicted was genocidal. Reconciliation is vastly easier when the 
proportion of the population that perceives itself as victimized is 
low.  

In sum, the evenhandedness and societal penetration of the 
Truth Commission and the tolerant and embracing leadership 
displayed in South Africa are important lessons to be derived 
from the South African experience for bringing about 
reconciliation among different groups in society following a period 
of high conflict. However, reconciliation that leads from 
uncovering the truth is qualified by a number of factors, which 
can vary across contexts. Moreover, grievances must be 
addressed and compensation provided, but the message given by 
these actions needs to be subtle and free of ideological content 
and incriminating rhetoric against a single group for it to be 
heartfelt across all groups. Nonetheless, Gibson argued that any 
process that secures a breathing space for democracy in a 
country is important for the success of democratization. 
Tolerance towards the other does not require respect or absence 
of resentment, but it is essential that all sides get to agree to 
abide by the rules of the game that have been put into place and 
hence, be reconciled to the system in this minimal fashion. 

James L. Gibson is the Sidney W. Souers Professor of 
Government at Washington University in St. Louis. He studies 
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mass psychology and behavior and democratization in the United 
States, Europe, and Africa. His research seeks to understand why 
ordinary people think the way they do about political issues 
(especially political tolerance) and how such thinking translates 
into public policy and democratic reform. He has published more 
than 100 refereed articles in a wide range of national and 
international social-scientific journals, including all of the leading 
political science journals. He has also published five books, with 
Overcoming Intolerance in South Africa: Experiments in 
Democratic Persuasion (with Amanda Gouws) published by 
Cambridge University Press in 2003, and Overcoming Apartheid: 
Can Truth Reconcile a Divided Nation? published by the Russell 
Sage Foundation in 2004. In addition to his continuing research 
on democratization in Russia, Gibson is currently working on a 
new study of the problem of historical injustices and “land 
reconciliation” in South Africa.  
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