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Abstract 
 
 
This portfolio of articles draws on the work and archives of the TRC. Turning 

away from the dominant TRC literature which centres on questions of 

reconciliation and nation-building, I turn to what may be called the ‘truth 

seeking’ aspect of its mandate, an aspect that I argue dominated the actual day to 

day work of the TRC. In doing so, I turn to a particular strand of TRC research 

and investigation, namely that focused on the apartheid security force and 

intelligence service. I provide an account of how the TRC security force archive, 

or rather archives, were constituted and made sense of — processes in which I 

was deeply implicated. Using these archives, I then examine a very particular 

period, namely 1985-1989, in which security strategies and tactics adopted in 

the Southern African region as part of the apartheid state’s ‘proactive defence’ 

strategy were adopted through a policy of counter-revolutionary warfare to deal 

with internal political resistance. Through a re-reading of the TRC’s security 

force archives, filtered through the illegal practices of security branch operatives 

with a strong focus on that of ‘disappearing’ political opponents, I argue that the 

shift to counter-revolutionary warfare, rather than demonstrating the power of 

apartheid state makes visible its limits. This contests public and scholarly 

accounts of this period, as well as questions the forms of post-apartheid 

memorialisation.  I conclude that the war did not ‘come home’ in the way it has 

been imagined; rather it was always the Southern African region that bore the 

brunt of this war.  Finally, I suggest that a return to the archives of the TRC, in a 

mode less concerned with fixing it in its reconciliatory guise, may open other 

new and productive readings, not just of its truth-telling work but of the 

possibilities and limits of truth commissions themselves.   
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I had wanted to write from within instead of 
standing outside pointing. This is not so much 
autobiography or what is sometimes called self-
reflexiveness, though there is plenty of that and 
necessarily so because the anthropologist is 
inevitably part of the reality analyzed. It is more 
like having the reality depicted turn back on the 
writing, rather than on the writer, and ask for a 
fair shake. “What have you learned?” the reality 
asks of the writing. “What remains as an excess 
that cannot be assimilated and what are you going 
to do with the gift I bestow, I who am such 
strange stuff?”’ Michael Taussig1 

 

 

Locations 

 The body of work presented here spans a decade of writing from different 

intellectual locations. The first two chapters, which focus on the South African 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), were very much situated as an 

insider of the TRC; the remaining four, on counter-revolutionary warfare and the 

politics of dead bodies, were written as a scholar in the History Department at 

the University of the Western Cape (UWC). If the institutional location of the TRC 

marked, perhaps even over-determined the former, my work with the Missing 

Person’s Task Team (MPTT), between 2004 and 2008/9, strongly influenced the 

latter. Nonetheless, the TRC threads through all of the chapters in one way or 

another.  

                                                      
1 Michael Taussig, Walter Benjamin’s Grave (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 
2006), pp. vii-viii. 
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The TRC, one of the early initiatives of South Africa’s first post-democracy 

government, was constituted in late 1995, after a long and fractious 

parliamentary debate, and finally closed its doors in early 2002,2 close to three 

and a half years later than originally envisaged. Its creation arose from what 

many South Africans regard as a ‘devil’s pact’: South Africa’s transition to 

democracy came at the cost of holding off fundamental socio-economic 

transformation, as well as an agreement that, in the interests of ‘reconciliation 

and reconstruction…. amnesty [would] be granted in respect of acts, omissions 

and offences associated with political objectives and committed in the course of 

the conflicts of the past.’ 3 Like Taussig’s ‘devil’s contract,’ where wealth was 

granted, but only for luxury goods, while the land dried up and the pigs ‘[wasted] 

away to skin and bone,’ 4 many South Africans today regard ‘freedom’ — the right 

to vote — as something of a useless luxury good in the face of unremitting 

inequality. And many will say that not only do the ‘devils’ continue to accumulate 

wealth and live off the fat of the land, but their soldiers and police also received 

amnesty for torture and killing.   

In an attempt to ameliorate this latter injustice, and in an international context of 

‘transitioning states’ associated with a growing appetite for forms of accounting 

and accountability, the African National Congress (ANC) proposed a process in 

which amnesty would be combined with a truth commission. Thus while 

perpetrators could receive amnesty, this would happen in a context in which ‘the 

human and civil dignity’ of victims would be restored ‘by granting them an 

opportunity to relate their own accounts of the violations of which they are the 

victims’5 and those declared victims would receive some form of reparation. 

While reconciliation, national unity and reconstruction had framed the amnesty 

section in South Africa’s Interim Constitution, only reconciliation and national 

                                                      
2 The TRC was dissolved on 31 March 2002. 
3 Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, Act 200 of 1993, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/legal/sacon93.htm accessed 14 December 2017. 
4 Michael Taussig, 'The Sun Gives Without Receiving' in Walter Benjamin’s Grave, p. 70. 
5 Section 3 (1) (c) Promotion of National Unity and Reconciliation Act, 34 of 1995, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/legislation/acts/1995-034.pdf accessed 14 December 2017. Hereafter 
referred to as TRC Act. 

http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/legal/sacon93.htm
http://www.justice.gov.za/legislation/acts/1995-034.pdf
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unity survived in the final act, named the Promotion of National Unity and 

Reconciliation Act.6  

This genealogy of a truth commission springing not from a demand for truth, but 

from a ‘devil’s pact’ of amnesty, had a doubled effect. Crucially the leadership of 

the security forces, not apartheid functionaries, had driven the demand for 

indemnity/amnesty,7 accordingly rather than the crime of apartheid being 

placed at the centre of the truth commission, it was violence associated with the 

struggle to defend or to end apartheid that assumed centre stage. Thus, rather 

than 1948 when the National Party (NP) came to power, marking the official 

implementation of apartheid, the TRC’s mandate begins in March 1960, following 

the banning of key political movements8 and it ends on 10 May 1994, the formal 

inauguration of the new democratic government.9   

I joined the TRC as a full-time national researcher in September 1996, and 

together with the late John Daniel, my brief until November 1998 was to focus 

exclusively on security policy and state repression. Specifically this meant that 

between us, we were responsible for researching security policy and structures 

as well as gross violations of human rights committed by security force 

operatives during the TRC mandate period. While Daniel, a professor of political 

studies seconded from the University of KwaZulu-Natal, and a former exile, was 

                                                      
6  TRC Act. 
7 As Andre du Toit points out these terms tended to be used interchangeably.  
See Andre du Toit, 'ANC Amnesty Narratives: The Myth of Mandela’s (Secret) Amnesty Deal with 
‘the Generals’ in Exchange for Protecting the Founding Democratic Election,' seminar paper, 
South African Contemporary History and Humanities  Seminar, University of the Western Cape, 
October 2015. See also Adam Sitze, The Impossible Machine: A Genealogy of South Africa’s Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2013). 
8 The apartheid government banned the African National Congress (ANC), the Pan African 
Congress (PAC) and the Congress of Democrats (COD) on 8 April 1960. The bannings followed 
anti-pass protests and the Sharpeville massacre on 21 March 1960, in which the police shot dead 
69 people, injuring many more. These events are widely understood to have led to the later 
decision by the ANC and PAC to turn to forms of armed struggle. The choice of March 1960 as the 
beginning of the TRC’s mandate period thus serves to signal that it was to the violations arising 
from the struggle to overthrow or defend apartheid, rather than apartheid itself, that its work 
should be directed.  For the TRC’s discussion on its choice between a wider focus on apartheid 
and a narrower definition focused on political violence see TRC, Truth and Reconciliation of South 
Africa Report, Volume One (Cape Town: Juta, 1998), pp.60-65, hereafter referred to as TRC, 
Report.  
9 The legislation initially specified the mandate period to end on 5 December 1993, the date on 
which the Interim Constitution formally came into effect, but later revised this to 10 May 1994, 
the inauguration of the first democratic government. 
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responsible for security force violations outside South Africa, my recruitment to 

the TRC filled a slot that curiously no researcher had volunteered for — namely, 

the apartheid state’s security forces with particular reference to its violations of 

human rights inside South Africa. This, of course, was something of an absurd 

division, as the two were hopelessly entangled.10 Our work also overlapped 

considerably with regional researchers, whose responsibilities included mapping 

gross human rights abuse in the different provinces of apartheid South Africa,11 

as well as investigators, particularly in the Investigation Unit’s (IU) Analysis Unit.  

Research included the archives generated through the Amnesty and Human 

Rights Violations (HRV) committees, the IU, as well as extant archival holdings.12 

Daniel and I were involved in research for, and participation in, several key 

hearings concerning security policies and practice, as well as follow up questions 

to formal submissions, including those of the National Party (NP), former state 

president, P.W. Botha, and the former South African Defence Force (SADF), as the 

TRC sought to determine issues of accountability for human rights violations.  

We were also part of a smaller team of researchers responsible exclusively for 

Volumes Two and Three, and individual chapters in Volumes One and Five, as 

well as formulating many of the findings included in the five-volume report 

handed to the president in October 1998.   

Following the October 1998 report handover,13 Madeleine Fullard and I were the 

                                                      
10 Nonetheless, this division ensured a steady and consistent research focus on the ‘external 
theatre’: while the TRC’s mandate specifically included violations outside South Africa, 
neighbouring countries showed little enthusiasm for such an inquiry, thus foreclosing the 
possibilities of investigations and hearings taking place outside South Africa’s borders.   
11 The TRC had four regional offices: Cape Town, East London, Durban and Johannesburg. 
Regional researchers in Cape Town were responsible for the former Cape Province; East London 
for the Eastern Province and the former Ciskei and Transkei bantustans; Durban for Natal, the 
KwaZulu and QwaQwa bantustans, and the Orange Free State; Johannesburg for the former 
Transvaal, and Bophutatswana, KwaNdebele, Gazankulu, KaNgwane, Lebowa and Venda  
bantustans.  
12 The structure of the TRC was bifurcated: the main body, headed by Archbishop Tutu and 
comprising 17 commissioners, consisted of two committees, the Human Rights Violations 
Committee and the Reparations and Rehabilitation Committee; the Amnesty Committee, 
independent from the main body, was headed by Judge Mall, and consisted of judges and lawyers. 
For more discussion on the TRC’s structure, see Chapter Two, pp. 117-119.   
13 Following the handover of the 1998 five volume Report on 28 October 1998, the activities of 
the TRC were largely suspended, with the exception of the Amnesty Committee and a skeleton 
staff dealing with the unfinished work of the TRC’s remaining committees. Following the 
completion of the amnesty process, the TRC was reconstituted for a short period, before its final 
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only two remaining researchers retained as research analysts until the winding 

down of the Amnesty Committee.14 Fullard and I shared a political background in 

the United Democratic Front (UDF) and had been colleagues in the History 

Department at UWC. Given that the bulk of amnesty applications had still to be 

heard, involving dominantly the ANC and security forces, theoretically our 

primary role in this latter period was to consider emerging testimony in relation 

to the major findings the TRC had made in its report. Again I was responsible for 

the security force hearings, and the writing of this section for Volume Six, while 

Fullard was responsible for the ANC hearings.15  

The period following the 1998 handover of the report was also one of new 

directions in my TRC research. Although not a specific aspect of the mandate, the 

TRC had exhumed the remains of approximately 50 persons, who had either 

been disappeared or killed in combat or ambush situations.16 During an audit of 

these exhumations, requested by the then Minister of Justice, Fullard and I 

became aware of significant irregularities, which in many instances required re-

investigation both of the circumstances in which the person had died as well as 

the identification of grave sites and skeletal remains.17 This occupied us 

intensely throughout 1999 and part of 2000, leaving the amnesty work and 

report writing to 2000-2001. Additionally, during the final stages of the 1998 

report-writing, I had noted that while specific missing persons cases appeared in 

the Report, nowhere did the Report provide a composite analysis of such cases. 

Abduction, a violation specified in the mandate, differed markedly from its 

companion violations - killing, torture and severe ill-treatment - which were far 

easier to corroborate. In contrast, abductions required substantial investigation 

                                                      
dissolution on 31 March 2002, although its final two volumes were only published more than a 
year later. 
14 A third researcher, Mahlubi ‘Chief’ Mabizela, was also initially retained but resigned a few 
months later.   
15 A former KZN researcher, Jane Argall was later commissioned  to write the sections on the PAC 
and Right Wing for Volume Six of the Report. 
16 See Chapter Six in TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 537-548 and TRC, Report, Volume Six, pp. 550-
569. 
17 This audit concluded that while the majority of exhumations had been ‘adequately performed,’ 
as many as 40% required additional corroboration. Half of these latter cases were marked by 
‘serious corroboration problems.’ TRC, Report, Volume Six, p. 560. 
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far beyond the IU’s capacity and its policy of low-level corroboration.18  

Consequently, unless resolved through amnesty hearings or, more rarely, 

through investigations of ‘window cases,’19 in most cases it had not been possible 

to make a victim finding. Statements, often poor, indicated that persons had gone 

missing in varying circumstances — during periods of unrest or in exile, for 

example — and there was insufficient evidence to determine whether these were 

cases of abduction or even gross violations of human rights. Two years later, the 

situation remained the same. I sought and was granted permission to provide an 

analysis of unsolved missing cases for the concluding volume of the Report. 538 

files were transferred to the Cape Town archives, and I coordinated a team to 

develop a database of these, which formed the basis for the chapter I wrote for 

Volume Six.20 Government subsequently endorsed the recommendations arising 

from the missing persons chapter, as well as from the exhumation chapter — co-

written with Madeleine Fullard — at the handover of the final two volumes of the 

Report in 2003. Later serendipitously these recommendations became the basis 

for establishing the Missing Persons Task Team (MPTT) in the National 

Prosecuting Authority (NPA) in 2004/5, which Fullard initiated and in which I 

participated.  

Thus although I did not enter the TRC as a historian of the police, the military or 

missing persons and human remains, I had spent more time foraging in archives 

than as a historian before or after the TRC; nor had I entered the TRC as an 

ethnographer, but I emerged from the TRC with something of an ethnographer’s 

view.  But I was also left with a more ambivalent residue, familiar to historians 

and ethnographers, as well as those who work in truth commissions. I found it 

impossible to walk away from the ‘unfinished business’ of the TRC, which led to 

my subsequent work with the NPA and, most particular the MPTT for a number 

of years. Additionally, and familiar to the historian, although overinflated by 

                                                      
18 On the low level corroboration policy, see TRC, Report. Volume One, p. 333 and 339; TRC 
Report. Volume Six, p. 531. 
19 Given the inability to research or investigate fully each case, which came to the TRC, one of the 
strategies adopted was what was referred to as ‘window cases.’ Such cases could focus on an 
event or an individual case, which could be regarded as representative of other cases, or patterns 
of abuse. 
20 TRC, Report, Volume Six, pp. 512-549. 
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scale, I had tracked a multitude of questions and leads through whole 

storerooms of archival documents, which ultimately had to be set aside, and for 

which several lifetimes of research would never be sufficient. Finally, familiar to 

many truth commission staff, I experienced the gulf between the outside and the 

inside: on the inside, while the horrors generated by ‘the impossible machine’21 

acquired a quotidian familiarity, the residue it left — being the machine of a 

devil’s pact — was a memory of its intensity, unpredictability and aliveness, 

which invoked in me a certain kind of faithfulness to the conditions of its 

impossibility, no matter the frustrations and criticisms.  

In returning to my university in 2001 and now, almost two decades later, in 

returning to my own work in the TRC and here, this invocation produced as well 

a struggle to find an appropriate language and to break the normative frames of 

much of the academic thinking and writing about the TRC, to which I will turn 

shortly. Much like Taussig’s notion, cited at the beginning of this Introduction, 

‘the reality… turn[ed] back on the writing’ and demanded “What remains as an 

excess that cannot be assimilated and what are you going to do with the gift I 

bestow, I who am such strange stuff?”’ While Joan Scott may remind us that 

reality too is discursively constructed, I take Taussig’s comment to speak both to 

the resistance of experience to language (most especially noted in relation to 

violence and trauma22), and to the irreducibility of the material world to 

language. 

 

Conscripts of neo-liberalism?  

South Africa’s TRC generated a massive scholarship. Indeed, it is precisely this 

scholarship, and the associated popularity of the truth commission model in the 

wake of the internationally mediatised South African TRC, which produced the 

                                                      
21 Sitze, The Impossible Machine. 
22 Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World (New York and Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1985); Lawrence L. Langer, Holocaust Testimonies: The Ruins of Memory 
(New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1991). 
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massive export of the model across the world on an ‘industrial scale,’23 arguably 

enabling the emergence of a new scholarly field, transitional justice. This is 

somewhat ironic given that the term ‘transitional justice,’ although familiar in the 

Spanish-speaking world, remained outside of South Africa’s lexicon of transition 

for almost the entire duration of the TRC. 24 Nonetheless, in its afterlives, the TRC 

has operated very much as the poster child of transitional justice. 

Certainly transitional justice is about more than truth commissions and South 

Africa was, in any event, not the first to have a truth commission; indeed South 

Africa’s search for transitional models derived from the global wave of 

transitions associated with the disintegration of Cold War governmentalities in 

the late 1980s and early 1990s. Especially influential were those associated with 

Latin America and Eastern Europe, where all faced the question of how to live in 

the aftermaths of authoritarian rule, violence and repression.25 While this was 

certainly not the first time this question had been posed, scholars have claimed a 

global resurgence in the twin demands of holding to account, and an accounting 

for, in which memory, and most especially victim-survivor memory, played a 

                                                      
23 Paul Gready, The Era of Transitional Justice: The Aftermath of the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission in South Africa and Beyond (Oxford: Routledge, 2010), pp.5-6. 
24 At that stage the most influential English language text was: Neil J. Kritz, Transitional Justice: 
How Emerging Democracies Reckon with Former Regimes, Volume I: General Considerations 
(Washington: United States Institute of Peace Press, 1995); Neil J. Kritz, Transitional Justice: How 
Emerging Democracies Reckon with Former Regimes, Volume II: Country Studies 
(Washington:United States Institute of Peace Press, 1995);  Neil J. Kritz, Transitional Justice: How 
Emerging Democracies Reckon with Former Regimes, Volume III: Laws, Rulings, and Reports 
(Washington: United States Institute of Peace Press, 1995). This trilogy was purchased by the 
TRC, although few were aware of its existence and even fewer read it.  I also have a 1994 
cyclostyled copy of Priscilla Hayner’s influential article in which the term ‘transitional justice’ is 
not used at all. Priscilla B. Hayner, ‘Fifteen Truth Commissions, 1974-1994: A Comparative 
Study,’ Human Rights Quarterly, 16, 4 (1994). In a volume published in 2001 and edited by 
former TRC research director, Charles Villa-Vicencio and former TRC researcher, Wilhelm 
Verwoerd, ‘transitional justice’ appears only twice. See Charles Villa-Vicencio and Wilhelm 
Verwoerd (eds), Looking Back, Reaching Forward: Reflections on the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission of South Africa (London: Zed Books, 2000). 
25 I know of no discussions with parties in other African countries, many of which were also part 
of Samuel Huntington’s so-called ‘third wave’ of transitions; similarly, earlier African transitions, 
most notably decolonisation, were off the radar in South Africa’s quest for transitional models. 
This omission is part of a longer history of South African ‘exceptionalism’ — or, in the words of 
Mahmood Mamdani, ‘the widely shared prejudice that while South Africa is a part of Africa 
geographically, it is not quite culturally and politically, and certainly not economically…’ 
Mahmood Mamdani, ‘Centre for African Studies: Some Preliminary Thoughts,’ Social Dynamics, 
22, 2 (1996), pp. 3-4.  
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critical role.26 The question evoked a range of responses, not all new, and 

frequently in combination: trials, reparations, lustration, truth-telling initiatives 

such as truth commissions, reconciliation initiatives, and in the South African 

case, a reworking of the notion of amnesty. 

It is worth drawing out a few processes here, which enabled the constitution of a 

separate field for transitional justice. Firstly, there is the drawing together and 

naming of a very disparate range of countries and circumstances as 

‘transitions.’27 By dint of such a naming as a transitional state, and its association 

with post-Cold War global developments, South Africa bypassed prior and 

ongoing histories of decolonisation across the African continent, and in so doing, 

despite facing many of the same quandaries as post-colonial Africa (albeit in a 

very different world), underscored the all too familiar trope of being in Africa, 

but not of Africa. Eluding (for the moment) the necessity of decolonisation, the 

TRC placed South Africa as a highly celebrated elder of transitional justice on the 

African continent — personified by the elders Nelson Mandela and Desmond 

Tutu — to which the model of truth and reconciliation has subsequently been 

pedaled. 

Secondly, these transitions were seen to require specific kinds of responses to 

deal with the past. Somewhere in the formulation of transitional justice was the 

notion that transitions required a special kind of justice. Here there was an 

assumption of weakness, or a lack; retributive justice was not regarded as an 

option because it would reignite conflict, or because the old order continued to 

dominate security or judicial orders, or — as in the case of Rwanda — the justice 

system had been decimated, the perpetrators were too many and thus local 

forms of justice were deemed more appropriate. That such measures could 

                                                      
26 For genealogies of transitional justice, see Ruti G. Teitel, ‘Transitional Justice Genealogy,’ 
Harvard Human Rights Journal, 16, (2003); Paige Arthur, ‘How “Transitions” Reshaped Human 
Rights: A Conceptual History of Transitional Justice,’ Human Rights Quarterly, 31, 2 (2009);  
Dustin N. Sharp, ‘Interrogating the Peripheries: The Preoccupation of Fourth Generation 
Transitional Justice,’ Harvard Human Rights Journal, 26 (2013); Michael Neocosmos, ‘Transition, 
Human Rights and Violence: Rethinking a Liberal Political Relationship in the African Neo-
Colony,’ Interface, 3, 2 (2011). 
27 This is evident in Hayner’s influential ‘Fifteen Truth Commissions.’ and her later book, Priscilla 
B. Hayner, Unspeakable Truths: Transitional Justice and the Challenge of Truth Commissions (New 
York:Routledge, 2011), in which transition is given much greater emphasis than justice. 
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include, as in South Africa, amnesties or forms of restorative justice, or that truth 

telling could be regarded as some kind of proxy for retributive justice, opened a 

breach between its proponents and human rights advocates for whom judicial 

trials remain a sine qua non. Here the emerging field of transitional justice found 

in some respects an affinity with the more pragmatic discourses of peace 

building.28 At the same time it was also precisely the locus of transition that 

distinguished it from peace building. Indeed, in many respects, arguably in 

determining the necessary forms of justice, it was the transitional which drove 

the couplet — transitional justice, rather than transitional justice.29 

Thirdly, the naming of the field as a political and scholarly field was accompanied 

by a process of institutionalisation: this included the emergence of a very 

powerful well-funded international organisation, the International Centre for 

Transitional Justice (ICTJ), involving key South African TRC personalities,30 as 

well as networks and new university courses across a range of disciplines in 

many countries, and in 2007, the first dedicated transitional justice journal.31  

Finally, along with this process of institutionalisation, and very much reflecting a 

will to power, transitional justice acquired its own distinct history.32 

Much of this was in process at the time that Chapters Two and Three (2007 and 

2008) of this portfolio were written, and some traces in these chapters can be 

seen to be part of that momentum. But both chapters were more firmly located 

in the response to mainly local scholars, whose highly critical work had largely 

been written during the TRC and more especially after the publication of the first 

five volumes of its Report. 33 Notably while the international assessments of the 

                                                      
28 On the tensions between truth and justice, see Chandra L. Sriram and Suren Pillay, eds., Peace 
Versus Justice?: The Dilemma of Transitional Justice in Africa (Oxford: James Currey, 2010). 
29 This is evident in Hayner’s, ‘Fifteen Truth Commissions.’ and her later book, Priscilla B. Hayner, 
Unspeakable Truths: Transitional Justice and the Challenge of Truth Commissions (New York: 
Routledge, 2011), in which transition is given much greater emphasis than justice. 
30 Most notably the TRC’s former Deputy Chairperson, Alex Boraine, and the executive secretary 
of the TRC, Paul van Zyl. For an important critical article on the origins and formation of the ICTJ, 
see Sara Dezalay, ‘The Role of International NGOs in the Emergence of Transitional Justice: A Case 
Study of the International Center for Transitional Justice,’ in Cheryl Lawther, Dov Jacobs and Luke 
Moffett, eds., Research Handbook on Transitional Justice, Cheltenham: Elgar Publishing, 2017. 
31 The International Journal of Transitional Justice.  
32 See p. 10, fn 27.   
33 Richard Wilson, The Politics of Truth and Reconciliation in South Africa: Legitimizing the Post-
Apartheid State (Cambridge University Press, 2001); Fiona Ross, Bearing Witness: Women and the 
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TRC had initially largely been laudatory,34 local scholars had been far more 

critical. To some degree this reflected an emerging divide in the truth 

commission and subsequent transitional justice literature: on the one hand, 

there were scholars broadly in favour of transitional justice in which the TRC is 

understood as a model or mechanism,35 and counter-posing this was a seam of 

literature, which operates as a critique of the TRC as model, and of transitional 

justice more broadly. The former, which includes a seam of memoir,36 tends to 

focus on the TRC’s practice and addresses itself to the TRC’s strengths and 

limitations, often operating as reflection and/ or lesson, proposing new tools, 

new techniques, and new remedies for truth commissions and other transitional 

justice initiatives. It is frequently, but not exclusively written by insiders, other 

practitioners or scholar-practitioners, and includes some conceptual and 

theoretical work. This work is by no means uncritical, and includes important 

attempts to shift transitional justice into a more radically transformative space.37  

The second seam of literature, in general more firmly opposed to transitional 

justice itself, directs itself at its political projects. There are several interlocking 

facets here but overall these scholars read the TRC as a key legitimating strategy 

                                                      
Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa (London: Pluto Press, 2003);  Mahmood 
Mamdani, 'The Truth According to the TRC,' in The Politics of Memory: Truth, Healing and Social 
Justice, Amadiume Ifi and Abdullahi An-Naʿim, eds. (London: Zed Press, 2000). Deborah Posel and 
Graeme Simpson, eds., Commissioning the Past: Understanding South Africa’s Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission (Johannesburg: Witwatersrand University Press, 2002). 
34 As an example, see Martha Minow, Between Vengeance and Forgiveness: Facing History After 
Genocide and Mass Violence (Boston: Beacon Press, 1998). 
35 For examples focusing on the TRC, see James L. Gibson, Overcoming Apartheid: Can Truth 
Reconcile a Divided Nation? (Cape Town: HSRC Press, 2004); Villa-Vicencio and Verwoerd, 
Looking Back, Reaching Forward; Hugo van der Merwe and Audrey R. Chapman, eds., Truth and 
Reconciliation in South Africa: Did the TRC Deliver? (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2008), Gready, The Era of Transitional Justice. On transitional justice more widely, see 
Tricia D. Olsen, Leigh A. Payne, Andrew G. Reiter, Transitional Justice in Balance: Comparing 
Processes, Weighing Efficacy (Washington: United States Institute of Peace, 2010). 
36 Alex Boraine, A Country Unmasked (Oxford University Press, 2000); Desmond Tutu, No Future 
without Forgiveness (New York: Doubleday, 1999); Wendy Orr, From Biko to Basson: Wendy Orr’s 
Search for the Soul of South Africa as a Commissioner of the TRC (Saxonwold, Johannesburg: 
Contra Press, 2000); Zenzile Khoisan, Jakaranda Time: An Investigator’s View of South Africa’s 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission (Observatory, Cape Town: Garib Communications, 2001); 
Terry Bell and Dumisa Buhle Ntsebeza, Unfinished Business: South Africa, Apartheid, and Truth 
(London: Verso, 2003); Piet Meiring, Chronicle of the Truth Commission: A Journey Through the 
Past and Present into the Future of South Africa (Vanderbijlpark, Johannesburg: Carpe Diem 
Books, 1999). 
37 Perhaps the best of these is Gready's, The Era of Transitional Justice.  

https://www.google.co.za/search?tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Tricia+D.+Olsen%22
https://www.google.co.za/search?tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Leigh+A.+Payne%22
https://www.google.co.za/search?tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Andrew+G.+Reiter%22
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of the post-apartheid government.38 Effecting a spurious break between the 

apartheid past and the democratic present, the TRC is seen to provide an ‘official 

history’ based on a morally simplistic universe of perpetrators and victims; 

against this morally repugnant past, it is viewed as punting a false reconciliation, 

and in so doing, masking the continuities of inequality in the interests of nation-

building. In short, critics saw the TRC as providing a politics for a post-apartheid 

government, which had chosen not radical transformation but neo-liberalism, in 

which the reconciled citizen would be none other than the depoliticised citizen of 

neo-liberalism. 

Undoubtedly, such a condensed version does not do justice to this large body of 

work, much of which was written during the life of the TRC.39 However, the 

power of this perspective is such that its framing has become the norm, and most 

critical scholars work within the parameters of its critique. Thus while 

subsequent literature has provided deeper assessments,40 providing an 

alternative mapping that resituates colonial and apartheid legacies, and asking 

important questions about, for example, victimologies and the subject, or 

memory and memorialisation,41 their insights have arguably been constrained by 

what I would regard as a coagulated set of assumptions, seemingly requiring no 

special consideration or rethinking. Indeed, over years of teaching and reading, it 

                                                      
38 Mamdani, 'The Truth According to the TRC'; Suren Pillay, 'The Partisan’s Violence, Law and 
Apartheid: The Assassination of Matthew Goniwe and the Cradock Four,' Ph.D diss. (University of 
Columbia, 2011);  Bronwyn Leebaw, 'Restorative Justice for Political Transitions: Lessons from 
the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission,' Contemporary Justice Review 4, 34 
(2001); Bronwyn Leebaw, 'Legitimation or Judgment? South Africa’s Restorative Approach to 
Transitional Justice,' Polity, 36, 1 (October 2003); Colin Bundy, 'Beast of the Past,' in Wilmot G. 
James and Linda van de Vijver, eds, After the TRC: Reflections on Truth and Reconciliation in South 
Africa (Athens and Cape Town: Ohio University Press, 2001); Alejandro Castillo-Cuéllar, 
'Knowledge, Experience, and South Africa’s Scenarios of Forgiveness,' Radical History Review, 97 
(2007).    
39 This is also an over generalisation of TRC scholarship and to some degree reflects the 
disciplinary and political positioning of scholars. The assessments of legal scholars, psychologists, 
literary scholars and linguists tend to be somewhat different, and less focused on nation building. 
40 Catherine M. Cole, Performing South Africa’s Truth Commission: Stages of Transition 
(Bloomington and Minneapolis: Indiana University Press, 2010); Heidi Grunebaum, 
Memorializing the Past: Everyday Life in South Africa After the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission (New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 2011); Berber Bevernage, History, Memory, 
and State-Sponsored Violence (New York and Oxford: Routledge, 2012); Pillay, 'The Partisan’s 
Violence, Law and Apartheid.’ 
41 Mark Sanders, Ambiguities of Witnessing: Law and Literature in the Time of a Truth Commission 
(Stanford University Press, 2007); Cole, Performing South Africa’s Truth Commission; Grunebaum, 
'Replacing Pasts, Forgetting Presents'; Bevernage, History, Memory, and State-Sponsered Violence. 
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has not been uncommon to find that scholars become the source not just for 

their insights or arguments but for the TRC’s mandate and practice, transforming 

interpretation thereof into undisputed fact, and replicating even the literature’s 

errors of facticity.42 Further, so pervasive has this view become that it has 

permeated into a much wider literature as well as threading political discourse.43  

I remain politically sympathetic to some of these critiques — indeed I regarded 

myself as something of a proponent of the ‘Mamdani critique’44 when I entered 

the TRC — and the failures and disappointments of post-apartheid South Africa 

have made these critiques ever easier to sustain. Nonetheless, and even though 

criticisms were not unexpected, many described a TRC that I barely recognised, 

inducing a surreal dysphoric mismatch between my experience of that body and 

its representation. The TRC I knew was a highly fractious institution, with often 

opposing views and positions. As a researcher, my work largely concerned the 

truth-telling mandate of the TRC; in some senses it operated as a forum in which 

evidentiary claims and establishing truth was characterised by robust enquiry 

and debate.45 As an institution, the TRC pulled and was pulled in multiple and 

often unpredictable directions, was subject to conflicting and often impossible 

pressures, demands and expectations, and was institutionally driven by its truth 

                                                      
42 Two examples suffice. The first is a claim that the TRC did not consider apartheid and/ or did 
not regard it as a human rights abuse, rather than providing a critique of its engagement with 
apartheid. The second is that the TRC regarded rape as severe ill-treatment. Here the error is 
firstly, as there was no specific category for rape, the TRC regarded rape in custody as torture, 
and outside custody as severe-ill treatment; secondly, the critique tends to regard severe ill-
treatment as a lesser violation than torture, killing and abduction, whereas the TRC, in line with 
the practice of human rights, saw no such hierarchy.  
43 The student movement #FeesMustFall often credits (or rather debits) the failures of transition 
to the reconciliation discourse of the TRC. This became starkly evident while teaching final year 
undergraduate students on the TRC and liberation movement history between 2015-2016 at 
UWC. 
44 Mahmood Mamdani, ‘Reconciliation Without Justice,’ South African Review of Books, 46 (1996). 
Mamdani’s influential article is one of the first published accounts in which the TRC is found 
wanting in its failure to look at apartheid harms, such as forced removals, an important effect of 
which is that it enabled ‘beneficiaries’ (read ‘whites’) to remain blind to their own complicities in 
the commission of human rights abuse. Mamdani also presented this critique at a TRC convened 
public conversation in Cape Town.  Although Mamdani certainly added new and important 
dimensions to the debate, it is somewhat unfairly credited to him. For example the TRC received 
a lengthy submission from a coalition of NGOs — see ‘Submission to the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission Concerning the Relevance of  Economic, Social and Cultural Rights to the 
Commission’s Mandate,’ 18 March 1997, http://justice.gov.za/trc/hrvtrans/submit/esc6.htm 
accessed 14 April, 2018.  
45 Thinking the TRC as a forum, a space of adjudication and contest, is something I return to in 
Conclusions and Future Itineraries, p. 327.  

http://justice.gov.za/trc/hrvtrans/submit/esc6.htm
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and accountability mandate. Reconciliation rarely figured institutionally, and 

was seen largely as the personal mission of the inventor of the ‘rainbow nation,’ 

the loveable but often infuriatingly stubborn Archbishop, perhaps a few 

commissioners and committee members, and overwhelmingly driven by the 

English speaking media’s coverage of public victim hearings.46 While it was 

understandable that this dominant media representation overwhelmed public 

views of the TRC, and skewed the early literature, this does not account for its 

grip on scholarly inquiries. Often read through Adam Ashforth’s influential work 

on commissions of enquiry, it was as though the TRC obediently took to heart the 

name of its enabling legislation, the Promotion of National Unity and 

Reconciliation Act, and marched to its letter. Seemingly acting as a willing 

conscript of nationalism and/or neo-liberalism,47 this multifarious and fractious 

institution is represented as providing the post-apartheid government with an 

official history, an imprimatur, which not only legitimated the political 

compromises of the negotiation period, it seemingly also endorsed its post-

democracy adoption of neo-liberal economics. 

These points are less an attempt to propose an alternative understanding of the 

TRC, or to instate a different or more radical TRC, but to identify a surprising 

instrumentalism which underpins these critiques, revealing what David Scott has 

called ‘an ideological project in the making of forms of knowledge.’48 There is 

something about the hard edges of these arguments — formulated literally as the 

TRC opened its doors, as Chapter Three points out — and their calcification over 

                                                      
46 A significantly under-researched issue, the Afrikaans-speaking media remained resolutely 
critical of the TRC, while the English-speaking media, keen to reposition itself from its 
conservative liberalism and to ameliorate its own complicities, followed the TRC’s first years 
with a keen appetite. This was not all face-saving: the transitional moment and attempts to 
recalibrate perceived positionalities, also brought many ‘struggle journalists’ into more 
influential roles within the print and broadcast media. Further, the core of the TRC’s own media 
department had been Archbishop Tutu’s previous media liaison staff. This cohesive and 
experienced team contributed significantly to generating a strong media presence. Such was this 
presence and the media’s interpretive power that Charmaine McEachern distinguishes between 
what she calls ‘the media TRC’ and the TRC as institution. See Charmaine McEachern, Narratives 
of Nation: Media, Memory and Representation in the Making of the New South Africa (New York: 
Nova Science Publishers, 2002), pp. 39-60. 
47 Here I am borrowing from David Scott's title, Conscripts of Modernity: The Tragedy of Colonial 
Enlightenment (Duke University Press, 2004). 
48 David Scott, 'The Aftermaths of Sovereignty : Postcolonial Criticism and the Claims of Political 
Modernity,' Social Text 48 (1996), p. 21. 
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time. Consequently, the core tenets of such arguments have remained seemingly 

unchanged and remarkably durable, as though the entire period of the TRC 

served only to fully develop some genetic blight, from which nothing unexpected 

could arise and from which no escape was possible. Scholars provided an 

important reminder that being a commission of enquiry is not merely descriptive 

but discursive. This provides one kind of encounter, but in failing to ask how the 

microphysics of power work, and whether and in what ways they are constituted 

and reconstituted, these scholars miss the opportunity to reflect on how this 

discursive power works. To elaborate by example, few in the TRC had any 

experience of judicial commissions, and none of truth commissions. The even-

handedness of the mandate and ethos of the TRC disciplined a kind of reckoning 

that required even former political activists to engage more critically with some 

of the mythologies of liberation movements and armed struggle. Not only was 

this personally uncomfortable, it raises the important question of potential 

political space within such institutions or initiatives such as truth commissions.  

Again, this is not to return us to notions of resistance or agency, or a different 

understanding of the TRC, but to think about what happens as these would-be 

conscripts encounter the commission of enquiry, armed with a different 

intentionality, and without Ashforth in their back pockets, and most especially at 

a transitional moment when politics are somewhat unsettled. 

Indeed, outside the academy, in what Taussig may call ‘reality,’ rather than 

closing down the past, the TRC seems unintentionally and unexpectedly to have 

proliferated new claims and new forms of politics, as critics themselves have 

sometimes noted. Premesh Lalu associates Nicholas Gcaleka’s quest for the skull 

of Hintsa with the TRC’s preoccupation with human remains;49 similarly Deborah 

Posel notes how civil society movements such as the Treatment Action 

Committee (TAC) adopted ways of ‘speaking pain’ with powerful effect.50 

Nowhere is the discursive echo of the TRC more evident than in the current 

student opposition movement, Fees Must Fall (#FMF), who despise the TRC for 

                                                      
49 Premesh Lalu, The Deaths of Hintsa: Post-Apartheid South Africa and the Shape of Recurring 
Pasts (Cape Town: HSRC Press, 2009), p. 5.   
50 Deborah Posel, 'The TRC’s Unfinished Business: Healing,' in Charles Villa-Vicencio and Fanie Du 
Toit, eds., Truth & Reconciliation in South Africa: 10 Years On (David Philip, 2006), pp. 86-7.  
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failing ‘the revolution,’ and yet articulate a politics of pain and victimhood that 

speaks from the heart of the TRC’s discursive space in such a way that it could be 

thought of as a post-TRC politics. Their call for decolonisation, replicated in 

numerous ways across the globe, suggests that truth commissions, whether 

intentionally or not, have opened, not closed the past, proliferating claims for 

justice rather than closing them down. I take this to suggest that there is 

something transgressive about the affective space of a truth commission: in 

legitimating and acknowledging the unspeakable or the unspoken, or perhaps 

the personal pain that a left politics disallowed, truth commissions have had an 

impact that has resonated far beyond their own mandated enquiry. This calls for 

a more curious attention, an approach beyond the ‘ambiguities of witnessing,’51 

to one that reopens the TRC’s concepts, practices and histories. There is some 

irony in the lack of scholarly curiosity here, given the line of critique that 

castigated the TRC for aiming to ‘close the door on the past.’ To turn the critique 

back on itself: what research questions and directions have been occluded by the 

normalisation of the view that the TRC was only about reconciliation, nation 

building, legitimation and official history? 

While these debates and critiques of the TRC are no longer at the centre of my 

attention, they are provided here as they very much drove Chapters Two and 

Three of this portfolio, and situate what is known as the TRC archive, on which 

my subsequent work has relied. This archive, like the TRC itself, is not singular, 

but fragmented and distributed across several other archives. Although Chapters 

Three to Six draw on these multiple archives, they are animated by a different 

reading of the state’s violence to that provided by the TRC’s Report, and more 

specifically that particular violence of the apartheid state termed ‘counter-

revolutionary warfare.’ It is to the TRC archive(s) that I turn in the Introduction 

to this portfolio.

                                                      
51 Sanders, Ambiguities of Witnessing.’ As the title of his book suggests, Mark Sanders provides a 
thoughtful analysis of testimonies to the TRC, which is fully alive to their ‘ambiguities.’  
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The violence that is named structural or everyday violence, often iterated as the 

bedrock of apartheid, has severely truncated South Africa’s democratic futures. It 

has remained remarkably stable and enduring, but has also left an unfortunate 

discursive legacy: the violence of the anti-apartheid struggle has slipped though 

the grids of serious historical attention in the post-apartheid period, summoning 

perhaps the spectres of Marxian epiphenomenon, or Braudel’s mere waves on 

the surface of deep history.  Yet as Suren Pillay has demonstrated through his 

engagement with apartheid’s construction of the enemy, there is still much to be 

said.1 I take his point that the enemy constructed by the apartheid regime may 

have been misconstrued by the TRC through the sights of the Cold War, without a 

recognition that its definitional trajectory must pass through the crosshairs of 

colonial warfare. In doing so, however, Pillay has inadvertently left other aspects 

of our understanding of the apartheid’s security state intact. It is to this 

unintentional effect that my work speaks. In particular, there is the conundrum 

of the apartheid security state’s mighty budgets, proliferating structures and 

authorisation to wage war, against its — comparatively speaking — actual 

record.2 I see the TRC and its archive as opening a space for enquiring into this 

conundrum, and the question of the limits of the security state, which is the focus 

of this portfolio.  In turning to this conundrum, my work returned to the TRC’s 

archive on the security state, an archive that had been central to my own work as 

a researcher and scholar. Here I provide an extended account of this archive. 

                                                      
1 Pillay, 'The Partisan’s Violence.’ 
2 This conundrum was not fully realised by the TRC or its Report, although sometimes mused 
over among some of the researchers. 
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 I had entered the TRC when the notion of the archive as a storehouse of sources, 

waiting for the historian to transform into evidence, still held sway even as 

history’s evidentiary claims were coming under increasing pressure. After the 

TRC, I returned to the scholarly world to find the archive itself the site of critical 

debate and theory. Indeed, the only visit by Jacques Derrida to South Africa was 

occasioned by a conference entitled Refiguring the Archive in 1998.3 The TRC was 

invoked and referred to continuously, even though only one paper focused 

exclusively on the question of the TRC’s archive. Nonetheless, and perhaps not 

unexpectedly, given the centrality of Derrida’s text on his encounter with Freud’s 

archive,4 the TRC seemed to be a troubling and looming presence, burrowing 

through or at the edges of presentations and debates.  

Taking anthropologist Lars Buur’s point that scholars have paid far less attention 

to the internal workings of the TRC,5 we could think of the writings on the TRC’s 

archive as but the tiniest ‘sliver of a sliver.’6 Here I deal with the work of three 

scholars, Brent Harris, Verne Harris and Lars Buur. Broadly, all three tend to 

lodge the formation of the TRC’s archive within the general scholarly critique of 

the TRC in relation to reconciliation and nation-building. Again the mandate is 

seen as a structuring apparatus, spawning systems and taxonomies of 

identifying, ordering, classifying, categorising, and counting, the effect of which is 

seen to determine what is sayable on the one hand, and to authorise and 

normalise the TRC’s account as ‘an official history’ on the other.7  Whether 

intentionally or not, the mandate is regarded as occluding those not identified, 

ordered, categorised and counted, and in that sense, those who also don’t count.  

                                                      
3 The Refiguring the Archive project consisted of an inter-related series of events from July to 
November 1998, which culminated in the publication of a book by the same name. Carolyn 
Hamilton, Verne Harris, Michèle Pickover, Graeme Reid, Razia Saleh, eds., Refiguring the Archive 
(Cape Town: David Philip, 2002). 
4 Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression translated by E Prenowitz (University of 
Chicago Press, 1998).  
5 Lars Buur, ‘Institutionalising Truth: Victims, Perpetrators and Professionals in the Everyday 
Work of the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission,’ Ph.D diss., Aarhuis University, 
Denmark, 2000. 
6 Verne Harris, 'The Archival Sliver: A Perspective on the Construction of Social Memory in 
Archives and the Transition from Apartheid to Democracy,' Archival Science , 2, 1-2 (2002): p. 64. 
7 Lars Buur, 'Monumental Historical Memory: Managing the Truth in the Everyday Work of the 
South African Truth and Reconcilliation Commission' in Posel and Simpson, eds., Commissioning 
the Past; Bundy, 'Beast of the Past.'  
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Both Verne and Brent Harris work with Derrida’s notion of the archive as ‘a place 

of commencement,’8 ordering and limiting what can be said, and being less a tool 

of remembering than of forgetting.  Both call attention to the ways in which the 

archive is constituted, by whom it is constituted and overseen, as well as the 

ways in which documents, rather than mere sources, are already invested with 

meaning, histories and power. Here I draw attention to aspects of their argument 

directly relevant to my own work as TRC researcher and later scholar. 

For Brent Harris, the only historian of the three,9 the archive is central to the 

critique of histories of recovery. However, his critique of the TRC extends beyond 

its notions of recovery: his understanding of the TRC archive as an instrument of 

power is sutured to a project of nation-building, which legitimates the post-

apartheid government, providing it with an ‘official history.’ Harris points to 

Derrida’s notion of the custodial archon, who orders, guards and provides rules 

of access to the archive, both physically and epistemologically, and whose 

apparent disinterestedness is nonetheless positioned and confers the power to 

authorise interpretation. Harris argues that the TRC acts as collector of sources, 

‘… (archiving) the evidence it required to support the history that it produced 

and, by archiving its evidence, … (guaranteeing) the veracity of the history it 

produced.’10 In other words, the TRC’s archive, as well as what he suggests is the 

official history that it produces, is an entirely self-referential operation from 

beginning to end. But here Harris runs into a problem: whereas the archive, 

which Derrida describes, is one in which the constitution (the collector), the 

function of ordering and granting access (the archon) and the act of interpreting 

(the historian) are to somewhat separate, Harris recognises that if the archive, as 

he argues, is not merely a place, but the act of collecting and constituting an 

archive, this describes his and every other historical research project, and that 

                                                      
8 Derrida cited in B. Harris,  'The Archive, Public History and the Essential Truth: The TRC 
Reading the Past' in Hamilton et al, Refiguring the Archive, p. 161. 
9 While I am in disagreement with many of Brent Harris’ arguments, this is an exceptional 
dissertation produced by a M.A. student. I would customarily regard it as unethical to provide 
such a critical reading of a young scholar. However, aside from the rarity of his work on the TRC 
archive, it has also been lent considerable gravitas by its publication in Refiguring the Archive, as 
well as drawn on extensively by one of South Africa’s foremost historians, Colin Bundy.  See 
Bundy, 'The Beast of the Past,' p. 15-16.  
10 Brent Harris, 'The Archive, Public History and the Essential Truth,' pp. 163. 



Introduction 

 

 22 

 

the historian-researcher endlessly operates in a similarly self-referential way. 

The distinction he suggests is that whereas he draws attention to this (in a 

footnote), the TRC occludes this through a claim to authoritativeness (even 

though its own claim is that it offers but ‘a perspective on the truth.’).11  

Verne Harris had an intimate grasp of the TRC and its archive. Indeed, he 

‘authored’ its archival classificatory system, overseeing the first handover of TRC 

documentation in late 1998, which followed the submission of the TRC’s Report. 

Harris also played a crucial role in the committee constituted by the Research 

Department to investigate the destruction of documents by the apartheid state in 

the lead-up to the first democratic elections of 1994. However, while Harris has 

written of his work in the destruction of documents committee, rather 

surprisingly he has not to my knowledge published on his work in ordering the 

TRC archival system. Indeed, the only piece focused on the TRC archive itself, 

provides little more than a descriptive account of the archive, and focuses more 

extensively on the important issues of public access. 

In his contribution to Refiguring the Archive, Harris suggests that Derrida’s 

principal concern in his address to the conference was to ‘disturb positivist 

notions of the archive, particularly in relation to South Africa's Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission.’12 What distinguishes Verne Harris’ reading of 

Derrida from Brent Harris’ is his emphasis on the ‘energy of the archive,’ which 

‘[a]lways, always, draws us forward, not to an end but to a coming that must 

always be deferred, to a beginning that will always be about to begin.’13 Then too, 

while recognizing the archive as ‘an instrument of power… [and] technique of 

rule…producing and reproducing forms of subjection,’ Verne Harris argues that 

‘it is also at the same time, an instrument of subversion. It is about a feigning and 

a fomentation, a resisting and a haunting.’14  This formulation provides a more 

open reading of Derrida, leaving some space for an element of undecideability. 

                                                      
11 TRC, Report, Volume One, p. 2. 
12  Verne Harris, 'A Shaft of Darkness: Derrida in the Archive,' in Hamilton et al, Refiguring the 
Archive, p. 81. 
13 Harris, 'A Shaft of darkness,' p. 81. 
14 Verne Harris, 'Antonyms of Our Remembering,' Archival Science 14,  3–4 (2014), p. 225. 
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Lars Buur, an anthropologist, had a similarly intimate understanding of the TRC’s 

working. Provided with extraordinary access (even office space in the Western 

Cape Investigation Unit), he accompanied statement-takers and investigators 

into the field, conversing and observing conversations from messengers and 

kitchen staff to the CEO and commissioners. This provided the basis for his 

doctoral dissertation, which aimed to make visible the TRC’s everyday, its 

procedures and instruments, rather than through the more common departure 

point of the hearings and discourse. I focus specifically on his chapter on the 

database and information system, which he regards as a key structuring 

apparatus. In theory, the database turned the mandate into a precise tool, 

enabling and constraining interpretive possibilities, and was designed to enable 

a quantitative reckoning, which could provide an evidentiary basis for the 

narrative accounts provided by deponents. Certainly, this notion was one which 

Audrey Chapman and Patrick Ball from the American Association of Advanced 

Sciences (AAAS) successfully sold to commissioners, based on Ball’s previous 

work in El Salvador developing a database. In order to function as such, as Buur 

has pointed out, the database required precise categories; violence, its victims 

and perpetrators all required naming, ordering, demarcating, and enumerating. 

Thus, a summary of a TRC ‘case’ could read as follows: 

Jameson Ngoloyi Mngomezulu, an MK commander, was abducted from his 

home in Swaziland on 1 June 1985 and taken to a farm near Jozini, Natal, 

where he was severely tortured for several days. He was later killed and 

his body destroyed in an explosion at Sodwana Bay, Natal. Ten Security 

Branch operatives, including the commanding officer of Vlakplaas and the 

commander of the Piet Retief Security Branch applied for amnesty [my 

emphasis].15  

As Buur points out this codification began first with the statement protocol, 

initially a largely narrative account, but one which was then revised several 

times in order to facilitate the process of data entry into the database. Violations 

were then ‘captured’ typologically on the database, the effect of which was to 

                                                      
15 The emphasis here is to draw attention to the forms of  ‘naming, ordering, demarcating, and 
enumerating.’ 
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fracture narrative into time and place, with victims and perpetrators 

demographically coded into age, gender, and political affiliation where indicated. 

Following data capture, statements and their data summaries circulated through 

several other stages of an Information Management System. The effect of 

applying a universal language and codification to fragmented memories, Buur 

suggests, is that a gross violation of human rights (GVHR) is produced, rather 

than uncovered or discovered.16  

As a way of extending and engaging the work of these three authors, I provide an 

account of one sliver of the Truth Commission’s archive, namely its security force 

archive, upon which most of the chapters here draw. Of course (and in response 

to Brent Harris) I invoke my own labour in the constitution and ordering of this 

archive.  

While most attention has rested on the public hearings process, the obvious 

point that truth needs an archive seems overlooked, and it is in drawing 

attention to this that Brent Harris’s work is significant. Daniel and I, both 

separately and together, constituted security force archives, on which the 1998 

Report was written, and from which the TRC made key findings about the 

security forces and the apartheid government more widely. In turn the Report 

and findings became the measure in assessing new information emerging from 

the amnesty process, which considerably expanded the archive, upon which the 

subsequent 2003 Report rests. Constituting an archive was by no means done by 

Daniel and myself alone, and to talk of a ‘security force’ archive is something of a 

misnomer, as in reality there are multiple TRC security force archives within 

(and outside of the TRC), which were drawn into the resources we used to write 

sections of the Report, just as some of our ‘collecting’ found its way into other 

TRC security force archives used by other researchers and investigators. Indeed, 

it is this multiplicity of archives and the movement (and stasis) of documents, 

testimonies and interviews between these that makes ‘the TRC archive,’ as 

                                                      
16 The TRC’s legislation defines four violations (torture, abduction, killing and severe ill-
treatment) as gross violations of human rights (GVHRs). While the discourse of human rights 
tends not to create hierarchies, the attempt to distinguish a GVHR from a human rights violation 
(HRV) lies in the extent to which the former is reserved for what is regarded as extremely 
serious, often egregious, violations, that are systematic and repeated.  
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suggested in the scholarship, a pacified, domesticated representation. To give the 

briefest of outlines, what one may expect to find in ‘our’ archives are:  

Formal submissions, hearing transcripts, written questions and associated 

documentation (notably from political parties, the South African Police (SAP), 

and the SADF, the TRC’s armed forces and security policy hearings as well as ‘in 

camera’ hearings of certain individuals; Human Rights Violation (HRV) 

statements, amnesty applications, associated hearing testimonies (many running 

into 1000s of pages) and amnesty decisions; boxes of investigative documents, 

inquests, post mortems, statements and interviews associated with ‘window 

case’; photocopied documents and notes from apartheid-era archival holdings 

and documentary collections (notably, the State Security Council [SSC] and its 

Secretariat, the Coordinating Intelligence Committee [KIK], Cabinet, and more 

fragmented sets of documents from the SADF, including its Chemical Biological 

Warfare [CBW] programme, SAP records); documents, databases and media 

reports from former commissions and monitoring groups (notably the Harms 

and Goldstone Commissions,17 the Steyn investigation,18 the Independent Board 

of Inquiry into Informal Repression [IBIIR],19 the Institute for a Democratic 

Alternative in South Africa [IDASA] and the Human Rights Committee [HRC]; 

notebooks, scrappy notes and emails; and finally, media reports, South African 

                                                      
17 The Harms Commission, one of the first initiatives when former President de Klerk assumed 
office, was established in 1989 to investigate allegations of security force involvement in 
unlawful acts of violence. Although the commission publicly uncovered the existence of the 
covert military structure the CCB, it was widely seen as a cover-up exonerating police 
involvement in disappearances and several bombings of buildings occupied by organisations 
associated with the anti-apartheid struggle.  The extent of this cover-up was detailed at the TRC. 
Former President de Klerk also established the Goldstone Commission (or Commission of Inquiry 
Regarding the Prevention of Public Violence and Intimidation) on 24 October 1991 to investigate 
the widespread violence accompanying the transition, including what was referred to as the 
‘Third Force’ or state sponsored violence. Although initially finding the causes of violence to be 
largely a consequence of the high degree of political intolerance between political movements, in 
its final reports it pointed to significant involvement of state agents in train violence and in 
arming and aiding the Inkatha Freedom Party(IFP). See 
https://www.nelsonmandela.org/omalley/index.php/site/q/03lv02039/04lv02046/05lv02047
/06lv02049/07lv02062.htm accessed 15 December 2017.  
18 Following Goldstone’s report, in November 1992 former President de Klerk appointed General 
Pierre Steyn to head an investigation into the involvement of the SADF in covert political 
violence. Steyn found significant evidence of such involvement. See TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 
586-588. 
19 The Independent Board of Inquiry into Informal Repression (IBIIR), a non-state body, was 
established in July 1989 . See 
http://www.historicalpapers.wits.ac.za/inventories/inv_pdfo/AG2543/AG2543-2-3-1-01-
jpeg.pdf, accessed on 15 December 2017. 

https://www.nelsonmandela.org/omalley/index.php/site/q/03lv02039/04lv02046/05lv02047/06lv02049/07lv02062.htm
https://www.nelsonmandela.org/omalley/index.php/site/q/03lv02039/04lv02046/05lv02047/06lv02049/07lv02062.htm
http://www.historicalpapers.wits.ac.za/inventories/inv_pdfo/AG2543/AG2543-2-3-1-01-jpeg.pdf
http://www.historicalpapers.wits.ac.za/inventories/inv_pdfo/AG2543/AG2543-2-3-1-01-jpeg.pdf
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Institute of Race Relations (SAIRR) surveys and other secondary sources, 

including  a thin seam of  scholarship, dominantly authored by ‘scholar-activists’ 

in the 1970s and 1980s.20  

A substantial part of this archive incorporates and thus mediates documentation 

from existing archives: importantly, however while fragments are contained in 

our individually labeled boxes in the National Archives, much of what we relied 

on tracks physically to different archives. To confound matters (and the forensic 

archive), the extraordinary constraints on time had the effect of compressing 

archival work. Rather than careful months in an archive, TRC researchers had 

snatches of archival time, or opportunity, in often inclement physical 

circumstances: perched on trommels21 in a storeroom of the National Archives in 

                                                      
20 The dominance of social history in the 1980s and 1990s at English-speaking research 
universities skewed historical scholarship towards histories ‘from below.’  A far smaller seam of 
scholarship examining the state tended to focus on apartheid and its relationship to the economy. 
What work was done on the security forces tended to be done by political scientists or 
sociologists, many of whom were associated with the anti-apartheid struggle. For this literature, 
see for example, Gavin Cawthra, South Africa’s Police: From Police State to Democratic Rule 
(London, Catholic Institute for International Relations, 1992); Gavin Cawthra, Brutal Force: The 
Apartheid War Machine (London: International Defence and Aid, 1986), Jacklyn Cock and Laurie 
Nathan, War and Society: the Militarization of South African Society (Cape Town: David Philip, 
1989); Philip Frankel, Pretoria’s Praetorians: Civil Military Relations in South Africa (Cambridge 
University Press, 1984); Kenneth Grundy, The Militarization of South African Politics  (London: I. 
B Tauris, 1986); Kenneth Grundy, The Rise of the South African Security Establishment: An Essay 
on the Changing Locus of State Power (Johannesburg: Institute for International Affairs, 1983); 
Annette Seegers, The Military and the Making of Modern South Africa (London: IB Tauris, 1996); 
James Selfe, ‘The Total Onslaught and the Total Strategy: adaptations to the security intelligence 
decision-making structures under the P.W. Botha administration,’ M.A. diss., University of Cape 
Town, 1987; Anthony Minnaar, Ian Liebenberg and Charl Schutte, eds., The Hidden Hand: Covert 
Operations in South Africa (Pretoria: HSRC, 1994); Mark Swilling, ‘The Emergency State: It’s 
Structures, Powers and Limits’ in Glen Moss and Ingrid Obery, eds., South African Review 5 
(Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1990). Although critical of the scholarship’s reading of the security 
state as an instance of ‘militarisation,’ Pillay notes that this research was severely constrained by 
issues of secrecy and access and ‘produced under difficult conditions of political repression.’ ‘The 
Partisan’s Violence,’ pp.40-42; 183-189. There was additionally some work emerging from 
Afrikaans –speaking campuses, positioned largely sympathetically to the apartheid government.  
See for example Mike Hough, ed., Revolutionary Warfare and Counter-Insurgency: Conference 
Proceedings (Pretoria: Institute for Strategic Studies, 1983); Mike Hough and A. du Plessis 
Selected Official South African Strategic Perceptions 1989-1992, Ad hoc Publication No. 29 
(Pretoria: Institute for Strategic Studies, 1992); Mike H.H. Louw, ed., National Security, A Modern 
Approach, Papers Presented to the Symposium on National Security held at Pretoria, 31 March-
April 1977 (Pretoria: Institute for Strategic Studies, 1978); Michael Morris, Terrorism: The First 
Full Account in Detail of Terrorism and Insurgency in Southern Africa (Cape Town: Howard 
Timmins, 1978). 
21 A trommel is a steel chest used to transport documents, especially associated in South Africa 
with the move of documents from South Africa’s parliamentary capital, Cape Town to its 
administrative capital, Pretoria. In at least one instance, security police confessed to transporting 
MK operative Justice Mbizana in a trommel from security police headquarters to an isolated farm. 
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Pretoria, or at a tiny table, pushed into a corner of the cold windy loading station 

at the Cape Archives, or late at night through to the early hours of the morning in 

a boardroom of the Office for Serious Economic Offences (OSEO), where archons 

actually bore weapons, resembling swash-buckling mercenaries from the latest 

Rambo movie. Archival times seemed always snatched in the path of a crushing 

deadline. The logic of the archive, and identifying holdings of key significance, 

had to be established on the run, as it were; finding-aids, rare and often 

rudimentary, would be intensively perused, but in a pre-digital scanning or 

mobile phone cum camera era, researchers had to rely on often cranky old 

photocopiers in an under-resourced archive, and there was frequently time for 

copying only the most critical documents. File series deemed to be essential were 

transferred to regional archival depots, and although experienced individual 

researchers in some instances carefully combed through particular series, the 

transfer of knowledge could not be guaranteed.22  

Even to say that this was a substantial but fractured archive with multiple and 

varied biographies and conditions of constitution, ordering and archiving, is to 

mislead. More accurately, it multiplied but was also replicated across several 

archives; it was authored and authorless, of known and unknown provenance; it 

                                                      
Security police later killed him and detonated his body. On Mbizana, see TRC, Report, Volume Six , 
pp. 238-239. Also see Chapter One here, p.102, and Chapter Six, pp. 251, 254-255, 263. 
22 While the minutes of the SSC, as well as Cabinet, were read in their entirety, only certain 
records of the Secretariat of the SSC (SSSC) were read extensively– namely, records of the Total 
Strategy Branch (Tak Totale Strategie, TTS), the Strategic Communications Branch (Tak 
Strategiese Kommunikasie, TSK), the Co-ordinating Intelligence Committee (Koordineerde 
Inligtings Kommittee, KIK), and the Eastern Cape and Western Cape Joint Management 
Committees (JMC). Other records were more cursorily perused, including the National 
Interpretation Branch (Tak Nasionale Vertolking, TNV), records of former head of NIS, Daniël 
(‘Niël’) Barnard. The latter included important new detail on shifts in security policy in the late 
1970s with the appointment of a committee headed by then head of the Security Branch, General 
Johan Coetzee, as well as Operation Agree, which concerned efforts to ensure a diminished 
SWAPO vote in the first Namibian election in 1989, an operation in which the NIS is said to have 
played an important role. See Richard Rosenthal, Mission Improbable: A Piece of the South African 
Story (Cape Town: New Africa Books, 1999), pp. 267. Partial access to the SADF’s own records 
was granted only in early 1998. John Daniel examined Operation Beanbag and followed the case 
of Sgt Beech, whose parents had approached the TRC to investigate his killing in post-
independence Zimbabwe, which was associated with the SADF’s Operation Drama, aimed at 
destabilising newly independent Zimbabwe. See TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 88-92. I largely 
accessed personnel records of those involved in target identification, which provided significant 
details of key personnel involved in target identification from 1980 onwards. An external 
researcher from the Institute for Security Studies (ISS), familiar with military records, examined 
records of the Cassinga Massacre, for which he provided an extended report. See pp. 55 for 
comments on the reliability of these Cassinga records. 
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circulated or lay disregarded; it covered documentary/ forensic, testimonial and 

visual genres. And yes, it was ordered but also infuriatingly disordered; it 

confused and conflated temporalities, subjects, and spatialities. In short, Brent 

Harris’ characterisation occludes the extraordinary density and complex layering 

of what has come to be referred to as ‘the TRC archive.’  

The following section attempts to surface and clarify some of this dense 

sedimentation as a way of exposing the TRC’s grids of intelligibility and modes of 

evidence. 

 

Constituting a research question 

Undoubtedly in the opening months of the TRC, there had been a wider, more 

scholarly and hopeful idea of the research department and its possibilities for 

researching and writing detailed histories of aspects of the period 1960-1994. 

For researchers, the mandate’s injunction to provide ‘as complete a picture as 

possible’ provided an opportunity to produce new historical knowledge.23 In the 

early months of the TRC’s life, the research director met with historians,24 and 

commissioned scholars at UWC’s History Department and Mayibuye Centre to 

act as some kind of reference group and to write an overarching contextual 

chapter for the Report.25 Researchers took responsibility for researching 

particular themes, drawn up on the basis of these consultations. Yet by the time I 

joined the TRC in September 1996, these possibilities were fading. Research 

themes were but one of the responsibilities of researchers, and researchers 

spoke in their most optimistic moments of providing as ‘complete a picture as 

possible’ of the narrow set of gross human rights abuse specified in the TRC 

                                                      
23 Janet Cherry, John Daniel, and Madeleine Fullard, 'Researching the "Truth": A View from Inside 
the Truth and Reconcilliation Commission,' in Posel and Simpson, eds., Commissioning the Past, 
p.19. 
24 Boraine, A Country Unmasked, p. 50. 
25 This group consisted of Martin Legassick, Gary Minkley and Ciraj Rassool. Minkley was largely 
responsible for writing a draft chapter. Ultimately, it passed through the hands of both Charles 
Villa-Vicencio (TRC Research Director) and a temporary researcher, Ace Mxgashe, before being 
given to Daniel to finalise in the closing stages of report-writing. In the intense pressure, and 
unfamiliar with Minkley’s historiographical framework, Daniel chose to write a far shorter 
chapter, in part drawing on some of his own prior academic work.  
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mandate. Over time, it was the ‘as possible’ that came to dominate, further 

shrinking the opportunities researchers had dreamed of. 26 Ultimately, as argued 

in Chapter Two, contrary to historians’ expectations, by the time the TRC came to 

write its report, it no longer saw itself as an historical project (if it ever did), nor 

did those who worked on its report see themselves as primarily providing an 

historical account, let alone an official history of apartheid.27  

This of course does not mean that representations of pastness are not inflected 

in its work and its Report, or that these do not encounter more formal histories 

and history writing either consciously or unconsciously. Repression and 

resistance, the dominant frame of South African historiography,28 more widely 

encased the historical sensibilities of commissioners, investigators as well as 

victims, perpetrators and wider publics. The TRC also undoubtedly rested 

methodologically and conceptually on certain historical categories. Although it 

was law’s and not history’s evidentiary paradigm on which findings rested, 

nonetheless the notion of evidence drove research priorities. Similarly, though it 

was our historical skills on which archival work rested, the TRC’s evidentiary 

concerns over-determined and frustrated our historical sensibilities.  

It was impossible as a historian to enter the TRC without thinking about history, 

and the dominant frames of South African historiography - most especially those 

relating to state repression in South Africa. Attending a briefing by the 

commander of the military’s South African Medical Services, General Knobel, and 

other officers soon after I joined the TRC, I remember spikes of curiosity 

regarding medicine and war, the body of the soldier, the enemy and the civilian, 

vectors of disease and chemical biological warfare, and how these may constitute 

different kinds of history of the SADF. But the sheer pace and extent of TRC work 

rapidly pushed this voice of curiosity into a background murmur or occasional 

observation. Sometimes a researcher would remark that some document or 

                                                      
26 For an account of this process of disillusionment see Cherry et al, ‘Researching the “Truth.”’ p. 
19-20.  
27 See Cherry et al, 'Researching the "Truth,"’ pp. 19, 22, 25. 
28 Nicky Rousseau, ‘Popular History in South Africa in the 1990s: The Politics of Production,’ M.A., 
UWC, 1995, p. 38. Gary Minkley and Ciraj Rassool, ‘Orality, Memory and Social History in South 
Africa’ in Sarah Nuttall and Carli Coetzee (eds.), Negotiating the Past: The Making of Memory in 
South Africa (Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 90. 
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testimony confirmed or destabilised dominant understandings, challenging 

aspects of the frames and temporalities of South African historiography. Perhaps 

we would discuss it, but unless directly relevant, it would rarely be followed up 

in the context of our TRC work.  

Instead, we were increasingly driven, as the TRC itself was, by the more limited 

questions of accountability. Nonetheless, however truncated our project became, 

constituting an archive was guided, as in any dissertation project, by a research 

question. In other words, the task was not to constitute an archive of the security 

force and intelligence services during the apartheid era, but to provide an 

answer to the questions posed in the mandate, and those questions delimited the 

scope and positioned the archives we constituted. For John Daniel and myself, 

then, the bare bones of our research question were:  

What gross violations of human rights were committed by apartheid 

security forces inside and outside South Africa between 1 March 1960 and 

10 May 1994; who committed them, to whom and how, and to what 

degree were such violations planned and authorised? 

As is evident this is not much more than a what, where, when, whom, why and 

how question – or what statement takers were exhorted to remember when 

‘capturing’ statements, the ‘five wives and a husband.’29 The answer would allow 

the TRC to determine accountability and to make findings. The formulation of 

this question was dominantly shaped by the mandate, which specifically directed 

the TRC to identify such violations, as well as the victims and perpetrators; to 

identify the nature and character of such violations, and their antecedents; to 

determine whether such violations constituted a pattern; and to determine 

whether they were planned and who should be held accountable for such 

violations.30 At the same time interpretation of this mandate, and the emphasis 

given to each of these aspects, was also driven by the direction and politics in 

and around the work of the TRC, as well as our own work in constituting an 

                                                      
29  Some mitigated this rather politically incorrect mnemonic by adding that it did not say ‘their 
husband.’  
30 TRC Act, 3 (1) and 4. 
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archive.31  

Time – both the mandated period and what we may call ‘TRC time’ - constituted 

one such driver. The temporalities of the mandate (1 March 1960 – 10 April 

1994, and antecedents) and the calendric time of the TRC’s duration were in an 

impossible conflict, in particular in the period 1996 - 28 October 1998, when the 

TRC formally handed over the first five volumes of the TRC’s Report to President 

Mandela. Intended to have a life of only 18 months, with an additional three for 

the finalising of its report, the TRC was extended thrice, with the main body 

placed in suspension following the handover of the Report in October 1998, and 

briefly reconvened after the Amnesty Committee completed its work in early 

2002.32 While each extension was greeted with relief, they were also disruptive: 

extending the mandate period generated new statements and applications as 

well as requiring a review of cases ruled out of mandate because they had not 

met the mandated period; for ‘TRC time’ (the time we had for work), it was 

disheartening — should one return to tasks set aside for lack of time, or merely 

regret the lost opportunity, and if the former, how to shake off the ‘bone-aching 

exhaustion’33in order to summon the energy to raise one’s gaze to what seemed 

an impossibly distant finish? Ultimately there was no interregnum to finalise the 

report: research, investigation and hearings continued almost until the final full 

stop. As some researchers indicated:  

The pace was relentless, the research tasks both microscopic (such as 

locating a single date) and immense (such as tracing a chain of 

command)…The number and variety of tasks did not make for a serene 

                                                      
31 By politics ‘in and around’ the TRC, I refer largely to the interactions and politics associated 
with powerful protagonists. For example, several political parties attacked and/ or threatened to 
withdraw from the process, and violence in KwaZulu-Natal continued to simmer sporadically.  
32 See Preface, p. 5, fn 13. Researchers’ unsuccessfully pleaded for a postponement of this 
handover date, suggesting that if not feasible, the final version be electronically sent to the 
President on 31 October 1998, but that printing be delayed until all copy was completed, 
enabling a better organisation of chapters and the correction of errors. In some instances, as with 
my own chapters, one could be hastily redeployed to complete, coordinate or write a section 
deemed to be more urgent or ready for printing. In the end my own section on the State Inside 
South Africa, was published without an Introduction; much of my draft introduction had been 
incorporated into Chapter One, and having been redeployed to another section of the Report, 
there was simply not time to write another. Attempts to get errors generated in the editing 
process corrected in an important section on target development fell on deaf ears. 
33 Boraine, A Country Unmasked, p. 94. 
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workplace, where staff could burrow away quietly on independent 

research and pursue a predetermined agenda. Instead, the maelstrom 

generated its own research demands and constantly thrust new issues 

into view. 34 

This compression had the inevitable effect of speeding time, including that of the 

archive. Research and archive were also hopelessly entangled with the similarly 

compressed and speeding time of the TRC itself, which especially in the first year 

of operation, was significantly determined by outside responses and pressures. 

The ‘reactive nature of the research agenda’35 could overturn the most carefully 

laid research plans and schedule, and in the blink of an eye one could move from, 

say, researching security police involved in torture in the 1960s in one’s office in 

Cape Town, to finding oneself on a flight to Pretoria on a rainy Friday night to 

examine documents seized in the aftermath of an arrest of the SADF’s Chemical 

Biological Warfare (CBW) head, or more mundanely, mapping structures of the 

State Security Council in the 1980s in response to a request by Swedish police 

who had long had South African security forces in their sights for the 

assassination of Prime Minister Olaf Palme.  

I single these examples out to illustrate a few points. Firstly, across a single week 

it was possible to traverse the 1960s and torture, the 1990s and the contested 

notion of a Third Force, or back in the 1970s and 1980s and the development of a 

CBW programme. Secondly, such interruptions did not derive from research 

plans, and sometimes were responses to demands from the Investigation Unit, 

other TRC initiatives or even from outside of the TRC. Thus, instructed that my 

most important research for the first three months was to gather existing 

secondary literature, speak to key researchers and academics in the field and 

prepare a draft report by the beginning of January 1997, within less than a 

fortnight I was being ushered into a hotel room on a weekend where rather than 

interviewing, I was being interviewed by a member of the National Intelligence 

                                                      
34 See Cherry et al, 'Researching the "Truth"' (p. 27-29) for a fuller account of the pressure to 
finish, rather than take more time to produce a stronger Report.  Further, although at one stage 
there were 13 full time researchers (nine of whom were regional researchers, and four whom 
were attached to the national office), this number dropped to six when HRV hearings ended. 
35 Cherry et al, 'Researching the "Truth."’ 
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Agency (NIA) as part of a security clearance process. This, I was told, was in 

order to attend a NIA briefing and be privy to classified information on the 

involvement of security forces in assassinations and political violence in the 

1990s as well as to have access to State Security Council documentation. Notes in 

my personal diary for my first three months of TRC work indicate: setting up 

office; identifying and gathering literature; security clearance procedures; 

briefing by Johan Mostert (head of the Secretariat of the State Security Council 

between 1990-1991) and receipt of some documents; briefing by Mike Kennedy, 

former head of counter-espionage in the National Intelligence Services (NIS), on 

involvement by military and police in assassinations and Third Force violence; 

attending a hearing of the former SADF, and then liaising with scholars on 

military history to compile extensive questions for submission to the SADF; 

briefing by General Pierre Steyn, appointed by former president De Klerk on 18 

November 1992 to investigate possible involvement of SADF members in Third 

Force violence and receiving his working files and report; attending Section 29 

hearings of police generals; meeting with Dr Torie Pretorius from the Attorney 

General’s office – in short, very little of the focused reading and scholarly 

discussions that had been advised when I joined the TRC.   

Thirdly, a further factor affecting the ‘reactive nature if the research agenda’ was 

that these verbal and documentary ‘handovers’ were just one tiny part of a slow 

and steady avalanche of oral evidence and documentation, sometimes solicited, 

sometimes not, that at particular times would accelerate, threatening to 

overwhelm researchers and investigators. Security clearance procedures 

(despite the TRC’s alleged right of access to any and all relevant documentation) 

and the eager proffering of documents and information raised the ethical, 

scholarly and political questions of researching and constituting an archive, its 

biographies, and the boundaries of one’s own complicities. It was not only the 

past that was ‘commissioned’ as Posel and Simpson suggest,36 but researchers 

too. Calendric time also caused them to be deployed and redeployed: researchers 

and investigators’ contracts could end, or they could be reassigned, regardless of 

expertise or research focus. Thus, for example, hours invested in understanding, 

                                                      
36 Posel and Simpson, (eds.), Commissioning the Past.  
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identifying and gathering CBW materials had no purposeful end for me: by the 

time the TRC began organising a focus hearing, report-writing responsibilities 

had overwhelmed the research department, and the hearing and associated 

research was assigned to two investigators to organise.37   

From 1997, however, the initial experience of being on the receiving end of 

frequently unsolicited submissions, information and documentation gave way to 

more directed research and investigation. This was partly a response to the 

demonstrable gulf that existed between the claims of certain political parties 

made at Political Party Hearings and those made in victim statements, amnesty 

applications and associated hearings; victim statements called into questions the 

denials of responsibility for human rights abuse by certain political parties. 

Additionally, commissioners and staff had some concern at the way in which 

victim hearings were dominating the work of the HRV committee, and absorbing 

massive human and financial cost, so this also signalled a move away from what 

had been the primary activity of the TRC until then. This shift is evident in the 

decision to recall the National Party, the ANC and the Freedom Front to public 

hearings in May 1997 in order to answer further questions. Further, using its 

legislative power under Section 29 to subpoena relevant persons and parties, the 

TRC convened several public ‘sector hearings’ to look at direct institutional 

responsibility for GVHRs, as well as indirect responsibility for establishing a 

climate in which GVHRs flourished.38 For the security force archive, the armed 

forces and security policy hearings were especially pertinent.  

This shift was also accompanied by a more concerted archival drive. While the 

apartheid government had negotiated at CODESA, its security agencies engaged 

in a ruthless exercise of destroying or removing evidence.39 Nonetheless, 

                                                      
37 Chandre Gould and Jerome Chaskalson. Peter Folb, a professor of pharmacology, was also 
appointed as consultant. Gould subsequently published a book in collaboration with journalist 
Marlene Burger. See Chandre Gould and Marlene Burger, Secrets and Lies: Wouter Basson and 
South Africa’s Chemical Biological Warfare Programme (Cape Town: Zebra Press, 2012). See also 
Chandre Gould and Peter I. Folb, Project Coast: Apartheid’s Chemical and Biological 
WarfareProgramme (United Nations Publications UNIDIR, 2002). 
38 In respect of this latter objective, the TRC held hearings on the media, religious institutions, 
business, law, and health. See TRC, Report Vol. Four for details on these hearings. Significantly 
and unfortunately the TRC did not hold hearings on apartheid urban planning and associated 
forced removals, nor on segregated and highly unequal education. 
39 TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 201-243.  
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massive holdings survived: the extensive State Security Council holdings, which 

constituted some 110-120 linear metres; records of the SADF, which maintained 

a pristinely organised and vast archive (as did parastatal Armscor), much of 

which had survived the destruction exercise; the ‘impeccable’ records of the 

Department of Justice’s Directorate of Security Legislation, which included ‘a 

series of case files for individuals, spanning the period 1949-1991; [as well as] 

series of case files for organisations and for publications… dating back to the 

1920s.’40 The holdings of the Security Branch, most directly involved in GVHRs, 

had suffered the most attrition, with a small number of individual case files 

surviving, mostly from the 1990s, and an arbitrary selection of earlier years, 

inviting some speculation as to why these had survived. Somewhat ironically, 

archival material, despite its strong evidentiary value in corroborating findings, 

was barely cited in the Report. The drive for political accountability and the 

constraints of volume length proved to a fatal combination and the proverbial 

final nail in the coffin of a wider and more historical ‘complete picture.’41  

Aside from being highly compressed, the time spent in archives, what I call 

archival time, could also unexpectedly vanish; indeed, whole archives, or access 

thereto, could entirely slip away. Thus, the long night in the OSEO offices 

provided unexpected access to two trommels belonging to Brigadier Wouter 

Basson, a cardiologist who headed the SADF’s chemical biological warfare 

programme. These trommels had been intercepted in a clandestine meeting 

between Basson’s wife and a Basson associate.42 Once the dust had settled and 

the NPA and OSEO swung into gear preparing prosecutorial cases, a division of 

interest was instituted and open access dissipated.43 I regarded it as sheer 

                                                      
40 Verne Harris, '"They Should Have Destroyed More": The Destruction of Public Records by the 
South African State in the Final Years of Apartheid 1990-1994,' in Richard J. Cox and David 
A.Wallace, eds., Archives and the Public Good: Accountability and Records in Modern Society 
(Westport, CT: Quorum Books, 2002), p. 11. 
41  Security force documentation was more widely drawn on in Chapter Two (partly because of 
the low number of HRV statements and fewer amnesty applications, almost all of which had yet 
to be heard) and in the discussion of elimination and targeting in Chapter Three, both in Volume 
Two and in Chapter Six of Volume Five (the findings chapter), Report. The months I had spent on 
structure was crammed into a truncated and poorly edited glossary at the end of Chapter Three. 
42 SAPA, ‘Secret documents found in Basson trunk,’ 26 November 1999, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/media%5C1999%5C9911/p991126c.htm accessed 17 June 2017. 
This article erroneously gives the date of the Basson arrest as January 1997. 
43 In early to mid-1998, during preparation for the TRC’s public hearing on the CBW programme, 
investigators Chandre Gould and Jerome Chaskalson had wider access to certain documentation.  

http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/media%5C1999%5C9911/p991126c.htm
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serendipity that a report on an investigation into RENAMO secretary general 

Orlando Christina’s assassination on South African soil, which had formed part of 

an earlier briefing, found its way into my hands and had caught my eye.44 It 

turned out to contain the only document the TRC located that used the precise 

word ‘eliminate’ in its recommendations as to what should de done to several 

suspects associated with the assassination or to have knowledge thereof, and 

thus of RENAMO’s presence on a SADF farm.45 Even more fortuitously, a post 

mortem of an anonymous dead man, the first document in the pile of documents 

placed before me, turned out to be that of Christina, and the investigators, two 

known SAP ‘sweepers,’ both or one whom I was told had also ‘investigated’ (or 

more accurately, covered–up) the suspicious murder of former National Party 

politician, Robert Smit, and his wife Cora.46  Of course, such providence 

suggested the possible existence of other similar ‘black operations’ documents.    

It is perhaps also worth emphasising that it was not only obfuscation or the 

physical destruction of documents, sometimes of whole archives, that made 

access to ‘all and any’ records hypothetical. The TRC had little capacity to deal 

even with the archives and documents to which it did have access; even to 

peruse these superficially would have either taken many years or a very large 

team. Budgetary constraints ruled the latter out and even if it had been possible 

to recruit volunteers, the energy expended and logistics of security clearances 

                                                      
For a report on this hearing see TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 504-517; Burger and Gould, Secrets 
and Lies; Gould and Folb, Project Coast. 
44 Case docket, Pretoria Central MR 568/04/83 and photograph PVAK Pretoria, PR 419/83 and 
report ‘Verslag van die Werkgroep wat ondersoek instel na die moord van die Sekretaris-
Generaal van die RNM (Report of the Workgroup to investigate the murder of the Secretary 
General of Renamo), ST/310/4 /Mila 8 May 1983.’ These documents, together with other 
documents associated with the CBW inquiry, were held in the strong room of the CEO of the TRC, 
Dr Biki Minyuku, who transferred them to the NIA offices in Cape Town when the TRC closed. 
They subsequently formed part of the 34 ‘missing’ boxes investigated by the South African 
Historical Archive (SAHA). See Piers Pigou, ‘Accessing the Records of the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission,’ pp. 22-34 available at 
http://foip.saha.org.za/uploads/images/PW_Chap2.pdf, accessed on 19 December 2017. 
45 The document specifically used the word ‘elimineer’ (eliminate) and specified particular 
individuals. Another document, which surfaced in an inquest in the early 1990s during an inquest 
of four men, collectively known as the ‘Cradock 4,’ who had been abducted and murdered in 
1985, recommended that one of the men, Matthew Goniwe be ‘permanently removed from 
society.’  For discussion of this, see Pillay, ‘The Partisan’s War,’ pp. 120-121. 
46 Robert Smit, a former South African representative to the International Monetary Fund, and his 
wife Cora were murdered on 22 November 1977, a murder widely suspected to be politically 
motivated. See TRC, Report, Volume Two, p. 267.  

http://foip.saha.org.za/uploads/images/PW_Chap2.pdf
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and ensuring a proper flow of information seemed insurmountable. Often, at 

most, one could do little more than identify the logic of an archive and important 

file series, which would then be worked through. As time barreled forward, 

‘antecedents’ would often be noticed and intensively discussed over dinner or 

breakfast at the Hatfield Holiday Inn, or whichever hotel we would be staying at 

in Pretoria, but what was recorded or photocopied increasingly shrunk.   

This account suggests, contrary to B. Harris, a more diffuse and ambiguous 

process of constituting an archive, in which many hands, some visible, others less 

so, were engaged. In many instances, even when substantial documentation was 

handed over, their biographies, processes of constitution and selection were 

opaque. For example, Basson’s trommels or the thick files handed over by 

General Pierre Steyn provided few clues to identify with any certainty very much 

about the particular sliver’s modes of selection and constitution. At times it was 

possible to track paths to other documents and sources but who or what agency 

placed them in these archives was obscured. In the following sections, I draw out 

more carefully some of these confounding characteristics of the TRC archive(s). 

 

Technologies of hearings, law and individuation47  

A significant composite of the TRC archive is its testimonial one.  It is significant 

not only for its importance as a record of victim and perpetrator hearings,48 as 

                                                      
47 In the following pages I refer to various kinds of hearings. By victim hearings I mean hearings 
of the Human Rights Violation Committee (HRVC). The HRVC was also responsible for a number 
of other hearings, concerned with establishing accountability, as well as motives and 
perspectives. These included the political party, armed forces and security policy hearings as well 
as the ‘sector hearings’ at which members of the legal profession, religion, business, health and 
media made submissions and were questioned about their role in creating a climate in which 
human rights’ abuse occurred.  Although perpetrators certainly appeared in the ‘accountability’ 
and ‘sector’ hearings, the main perpetrator hearings were those held by the Amnesty Committee 
to process all applications for amnesty that involved a GVHR. The Amnesty Committee, headed by 
a judge and consisting of judges, advocates and other legal personnel, existed entirely separately 
from the rest of the Commission in an effort to demonstrate an independent and impartial 
process. The third committee within the TRC, the Reparations and Rehabilitation Committee also 
held a handful of hearings to focus on issues of reparation, but most of their work occurred 
outside of the public spotlight – as indeed did much of the work of the HRV and Amnesty 
Committees. For further detail on structure, see Chapter Two, pp. 117-119. 
48 The TRC thus far remains unique in including an amnesty process; and more significantly, to 
hold public amnesty hearings, making this archive of perpetrator testimony rare.  
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well as its size, but in many respects it is the only part of the TRC’s official 

archive that is currently freely available.49 Accounts by victims and victim 

families provide important insights into the violations perpetrated by the 

security forces, and the ways in which such accounts inscribed the police, army 

or apartheid state more generally. However, victim hearings entered Daniel and 

my security force archives in circumscribed ways. Victim statements and 

testimonies helped us to answer that part of our research question which 

pertained to what gross violations had been committed,50 by and to whom, why, 

when, where and how. Beyond this, through the technologies of listening (or 

reading) and the database, they helped us to identify incidents and provided a 

sense of the mode, methods and patterns of violations, but only a few provided 

the kind of individual detail that would enable us to determine planning and 

authorisation. For this reason, hearings, specifically the armed forces, security 

policy and amnesty hearings, came to occupy a far larger place in our archive. 

The armed forces and security policy hearings, conducted within the ambit of the 

HRVC, sought to answer the conundrum posed by the discrepancy between the 

National Party’s submissions and that emerging from HRV statements and 

amnesty applications, and their associated testimonies. Political party 

submissions and questioning provided a key arena in which the discursive 

energies of political principals fought for ascendance of their version of ‘the 

war.’51 While the ANC sought to retain its high moral ground, conceding and 

apologising for violations or ‘mistakes,’ it placed these within the context of just 

war. The National Party (NP), whose violations were far more extensive, sought 

to insulate the party and the security forces as much as possible, through placing 

blame on rogue elements within the security forces. Both parties sought to cast 

                                                      
49 While the TRC intended its archive to be an open one and it is deposited at the National 
Archives, it remains under the jurisdiction of the Department of Justice and Constitutional 
Development  (DoJ&CD) with regard to access.  All requests, with the exception of the audio-
visual archive, have to be channelled through a functionary of the DoJ&CD who appears to see 
her role of archon as one which constrains rather than opens access.  
50  This was especially important in relation to torture. Although security police in many 
instances mentioned and possibly described torture methods in amnesty hearings (often in 
euphemistic terms) very few specifically applied for amnesty for torture. TRC, Report, Volume 
Six, pp. 206-208. 
51  Madeleine Fullard and Nicky Rousseau, ‘“Who gave the Orders?” Tracing Accountability in the 
TRC’s Amnesty Process,’ unpublished paper, p. 19. 
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light on their opponents’ strategies and to lay the blame for the very large 

number of civilian deaths squarely on their opponents. This much was fairly 

predictable. But HRV statements and amnesty applications strongly contradicted 

the NP’s claim that where gross human rights abuse had occurred, it was the 

consequence of ‘bad apples.’ Instead this data demonstrated a consistent and 

widespread pattern across time and region as well as the steady promotion of 

amnesty applicants during their years of service to senior ranks despite their 

association with such abuse. In many ways, this confirmed what may be referred 

to as a ‘known truth,’52 but was nonetheless the discrepancy that the armed 

forces and security policy hearings sought to probe. 

Unlike HRV victim hearings, with their trite banners proclaiming, ‘Healing is 

Revealing,’ and  ‘Truth, the Road to Reconciliation,’ the armed forces and security 

policy hearings followed a more judicial and adversarial model: witnesses were 

issued with subpoenas, and were questioned by IU director, Advocate Glenn 

Goosen. In identifying witnesses, the TRC chose ‘operational leadership’ as the 

‘target group’ identified from the results of an exercise, ‘Operation Capture,’ in 

which all amnesty applications deemed hearable matters, had been perused and 

categorised. Here the terminology, replicating that of armed conflict (however 

problematically), is suggestive of the drive for accountability, which drove much 

of the daily work of the TRC outside the public domain.53 The security policy and 

accountability hearing, which followed the armed forces hearing, had ‘political 

leadership, responsible for security and armed combat’54 in its sights (to follow 

the metaphor, again demonstrating a certain kind of mirroring).  

In the first and crucially important amnesty hearing,55 a former head of the 

                                                      
52 Hayner, Unspeakable Truths, p. 25. 
53 On mirroring, see Eelco Runia, ‘  “Forget About It”: “Parallel Processing” in the Srebenica 
Report,’ History and Theory, 43 (3), 2004. 
54 TRC Research Department, ‘Proposed SANDF Hearing and State Security Policy and Political 
Accountability  Hearing,’ circa September 1997. 
55 This hearing, which commenced in October 1996, involved a former Vlakplaas and later 
Northern Transvaal Security Branch commander and four associated operatives, who applied for 
amnesty for abductions,  torture and killings  (assassination, entrapment and ‘false flag’ 
operations). They submitted their application for amnesty to escape an imminent arrest for a 
number of these violations. As the cut-off date was 14 December 1996 (later postponed first to 
10 May 1997 and then to 30 September 1997), the TRC placed considerable pressure on the 
Amnesty Committee to hear these matters urgently, as a means of encouraging other security 
force operatives to similarly apply. While it undoubtedly had this effect, the hearing itself was 
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security police as well as commissioner of police, General Johan van der Merwe, 

had provided an extended statement, which ‘crafted a position that 

accommodated the seemingly opposing positions of F.W. de Klerk and the 

National Party and security force perpetrators…’56 He argued that the so-called 

‘border wars,’ and intensifying internal violence, had placed increasing pressure 

on security police, which, combined with the often polemical and ‘militaristic’ 

speech of political leaders, had led to many security police assuming that their 

unlawful actions were not only legitimate, but in fact politically sanctioned. In so 

doing he crafted an account that ‘permitted the political leadership to maintain 

their stance that it was not policy to act outside of the law… while at the same 

time protecting those foot soldiers who would need to provide evidence of 

authorisation in order to obtain amnesty.’57 This position was largely repeated at 

the armed forces hearing by General van der Merwe, but was regarded with 

scorn by other witnesses, some of who reacted with a mixture of fury and 

contempt to the NP’s representation of them as ‘bad apples.’ While their generals 

sought to stake out a ground where both political party and operatives were 

shielded, operational ranks demonstrated reluctance to fall on any proverbial 

sword.   

But by far the most significant hearings in terms of the making of the security 

force archive were the substantial and detailed admissions made in the amnesty 

hearings. Initially slow to get underway, these began to gather momentum in 

1997, but – unfortunately for the Report - only achieved full speed from mid-

1998.58 The testimonial archive, which these hearings generated, was massive: 

hearings of especially security force applicants, with their significant legal 

representation, could run over several weeks and generate literally thousands of 

                                                      
disordered, but nonetheless had a lasting effect on shaping security force amnesty hearings. For 
extension of amnesty dates see Du Bois Pedain, Transitional Amnesty, p. 35.  
56  Fullard and Rousseau, ‘“Who Gave the Orders?”’ p. 7. 
57 Fullard and Rousseau, ‘“Who gave the Orders?”’ p. 7. 
58 This was especially deleterious for a report, billed as ‘Final,’ published in 1998 when few 
amnesty applicants had been heard and even fewer amnesty decisions had been finalised. While 
researchers utilised some of the evidence in the applications, the capacity to provide detail and 
findings was considerably hampered. This substantially accounts for – especially in Chapter 2 
(inside South Africa) – the lengthy summaries of incidents, painstakingly pieced together; in 
demonstrating pattern, these summaries provided an evidentiary basis on which much larger 
findings rested.    
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pages of testimony.59 Whatever their constraints, these remain one of the few 

archives of perpetrator testimony, outside the courtroom. The amnesty process, 

overseen entirely by judges and legal professionals, and associated hearings, 

adopted the technologies of law, producing specific disciplinary techniques, and 

a more constrained arena than that of the victim hearings.60  

Van der Merwe’s statement was largely accepted by the Amnesty Committee, and 

formalised in amnesty decisions made in October 1998.61 A key aspect was the 

notion of a war, which became something of a repertoire, replicated repeatedly 

by other applicants’ lawyers, even when violations fell outside 1985 - 1989, the 

period to which Van der Merwe had been referring. The effect of this statement 

was to frame much of what was said, and in this regard, could be regarded as a 

technique. Its effect was to close down wider questioning regarding background 

and perspective, except in the most rote sense. More than this, and to borrow 

Marilyn Strathern’s notion of ‘partible persons’ whose identity is submerged in 

the collective, one can regard security police, especially those on the inside of 

covert or ‘black ops,’ as submerged in tightly knit if fractious clans, bound by 

blood and secrecy.   Van der Merwe’s attempt to craft a narrative accommodating 

intellectual authors and operatives can be regarded as a technique to prevent the 

fracturing of such ‘partible persons’ (-dividuals) into their individual selves and 

interests.62 Such fracturing would weaken, if not disable, any possibility of a 

                                                      
59 As former government employees, security force operatives were provided with full legal costs, 
frequently involving senior counsel, paid by the state. Thus – not without criticism - the new 
democratic state paid for its former ‘enemies,’ a privilege not afforded to liberation movement 
applicants.  
60 Fullard and Rousseau , ‘Truth Evidence and History: A Critical Review of Some Aspects of the 
Amnesty Process’ in Erik Doxtader and Charles Villa Vicencio, eds., The Provocations of Amnesty: 
Memory, Justice and Impunity (Cape Town: David Philip, 2003; Jeremy  Sarkin-Hughes, Carrots 
and Sticks: The TRC and the South African Amnesty Process (Antwerp and Oxford: Intersentia, 
2004); Antje du Bois-Pedain, Transitional Amnesty in South Africa (Cambridge University Press, 
2007). 
61 See, for example,  AC1999/00031, http://justice.gov.za/trc/decisions/1999/99_cronje.html  
accessed on 15 December 2017. Somewhat, unexpectedly there was a tacit, sometimes explicit 
agreement from liberation movement cadres. The insistence that ‘it was a war’ was perhaps a 
protest against the international humanitarian and human rights frames being imposed by the 
TRC. Ironically it sometimes also produced a form of ‘reconciliation,’ which sometimes took 
material form  such as the public embrace between senior MK Special Operations cadre, Ismail 
Aboobaker aka Rashid, and a former military operative, Neville Clarence, blinded in an ANC bomb 
placed outside of military offices in Church Street, Pretoria, and for which Aboobaker took 
command responsibility. See, TRC, Report, Volume Five, p. 392. 
62 M. Strathern, The Gender of the Gift: Problems with Women and Problems with Society in 
Melanesia (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988). 

http://justice.gov.za/trc/decisions/1999/99_cronje.html
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collective defence. 

In several respects, an Amnesty Committee ‘sitting’ looked like and followed 

court protocol. Unlike victim hearings, legal representatives led amnesty 

applicants; a few law firms represented security police. One legal firm in 

particular had the lion’s share, and its clients crossed the gamut of ranks: a 

former Minister of Police, three former commissioners of police, several generals 

and a large number of foot soldiers. In such cases, perpetrators tended to provide 

more seamless accounts, and their representatives often chose the sequence in 

which clients would give testimony. Another law firm clearly advised 

perpetrators to express remorse, even though this was not an amnesty 

requirement.  

Victims and victim families, where identified (and notified) were present, and 

were represented by legal counsel or the TRC evidence leader, who cross-

examined applicants. Victims and victim families could also provide evidence, 

which unless it was merely a statement, would be subject to cross-examination 

by all parties. Perpetrators, the TRC evidence leader and lawyers representing 

victims could submit documents, duly entered as evidentiary exhibits.  These 

tended to be intelligence reports and supplemented the TRC’s archival collection. 

With some exception, little extant forensic evidence existed, and that which did 

was not infrequently part of a cover-up operation, investigated in some cases by 

one of the perpetrators themselves, or recorded cursorily in a manner not 

uncommon with respect to the black corpse in the apartheid era, a fact that 

became brutally evident during the audit of exhumations and later during MPTT 

investigations.63   

The technique of leading the witness, and allowing each legal representative to 

cross-examine witnesses, extended the length of amnesty hearings considerably, 

and was especially marked in security force hearings. Together with the Amnesty 

Committee’s decision— unpopular with the rest of the TRC — to interpret ‘full 

disclosure’ as pertaining only to the specific incident for which amnesty was 

sought, this further constrained what could be said. Even so, in early 1998, the 

                                                      
63 On the exhumation audit see Preface, p. 6.  
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Executive Secretary of the TRC calculated that based on amnesty hearings 

already heard, it would take 35 years to conclude the Amnesty Committee’s 

work. Expediting hearings became a preoccupation, effected through more than 

tripling the size of the Amnesty Committee64 and reminding amnesty judges and 

staff that the mandate used the wording ‘to facilitate and promote the granting of 

amnesty.’65 ‘Facilitating amnesty’ came at a huge cost to establishing ‘as complete 

a picture as possible’: as with the Van der Merwe statement, committee members 

cut contextual and background detail, often relying on the first applicant to 

provide this, and only allowing additional or contrary testimony.66  

From around 1997, amnesty hearings were organised according to incidents, 

rather than applicants. This enabled all applicants involved in a particular 

incident to be heard together, ensuring that all evidence pertaining to the 

incident was heard to avoid contradictory evidence from later emerging that 

could challenge the veracity of accounts provided by individual applicants.67 The 

amnesty hearings associated with one particular applicant, Colonel Eugene de 

Kock, operated something like a technology, in that it became an organising 

device for amnesty hearings. De Kock, a former Koevoet member before his 

deployment to C1 (more commonly known as Vlakplaas) where he later assumed 

command, was arrested, charged and on 30 October 1996 convicted of multiple 

counts of murder, attempted murder, kidnapping and fraud. Immediately 

following his sentence to two life terms and 212 years imprisonment, his 1 000 

page amnesty application was delivered to the TRC in multiple boxes of 

accompanying documentation. As Vlakplaas had functioned as the operational 

arm of the security police’s anti-terrorism desk, responding largely to local and 

regional security branch requests for assistance, his knowledge of co-

perpetrators was vast; consequently, security police across the country scurried 

to submit amnesty applications after his conviction. Incidents involving De Kock 

                                                      
64 Initially consisting of five members, the Amnesty Committee was increased twice — to eleven 
in June 1997 and then 19 in December of that year. TRC, Report, Volume One, pp. 267-268. 
65 TRC Act, 4 (c).  
66 For further consequences, see Fullard and Rousseau, 'Truth, Evidence and History'; Sarkin-
Hughes, Carrots and Sticks, pp. 165-169.  For wider discussion on full disclosure and truth 
recovery, see  Du Bois-Pedain, Transitional Amnesty, pp. 139-216. 
67 Fullard and Rousseau, ‘Truth, Evidence and History,’ pp. 207-208.  
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were spread across seven major hearings, accounting for a significant proportion 

of the public amnesty process, skewing public perceptions of De Kock as the 

centrepin, or, as he is frequently referred to, ‘Prime Evil.’ Yet, the Vlakplaas 

commander or his operatives were rarely the intellectual authors of such 

operations. While this was emphasised in the Report, its effect was undermined 

by a tendency for De Kock to lead the evidence in amnesty hearings, thus fixing 

his representation of ‘Prime Evil’ in the media and public gaze. Earlier 

disclosures and a criminal case against Dirk Coetzee, a former commander of the 

unit, similarly positioned Vlakplaas as the ‘heart of the whore.’68  

These accounts contest Catherine Cole’s representation ‘that the public heard 

stories about murder, torture, and other gross violations of human rights from 

the mouths of perpetrators themselves who spoke of their own free will’ (my 

emphasis).69 Nonetheless, although not existing outside of the technologies of 

law, amnesty hearings also produced multiple voices, conversations and 

battlegrounds.  

Black security police applicants, although very small in number, frequently 

breached the testimony given by white security applicants. Their versions were 

widely believed, and from being despised ‘sell outs,’ their testimony catapulted 

them into a more heroic role; few asked questions about the possibility that 

testimony may also be a means to account for their roles in propping up the 

apartheid state, or an expression of the well of bitterness from decades of racism, 

which had confined black police to the lowest ranks. This is not to suggest a less 

brutal modus operandi by security police. White security police themselves 

testified to this, but in some instances this smudged the forensic record in 

patently false ways. Joe Mamasela provided gratuitously violent descriptions, 

which did not match the forensic record on more than one occasion;70 his casual 

but shocking descriptions were only matched by his fellow Northern Transvaal 

                                                      
68 Jacques Pauw, In the Heart of the Whore: The Story of Apartheid’s Death Squads (Southern Book 
Publishers, 1991); see also Prime Evil: South Africa’s Apartheid’s Assassin, Journeyman Pictures, 
2010, available on https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ofwLg1vp4y0.  
69 Cole, Performing South Africa’s Truth Commission, p. 175. 
70 This includes his accounts of both the Nietverdiend 10 and Pebco 3 incidents, in which crucial 
details do not match the forensic record.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ofwLg1vp4y0
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security police counterpart, Paul van Vuuren. Similarly, Paul Erasmus made 

disclosures that appeared to claim a far more important role for himself. At a 

public level, the most violent versions tended to gain greater credibility for 

victim families, regardless of whether the applicant was black or white.  

Truth telling in the amnesty arena, as with the victim hearings, required various 

technologies: simultaneous translators and headphones, video and audio 

recording, media feeds.71 Victims and perpetrators thus spoke into a plethora of 

microphones; aside from the official TRC audio recorder and the SABC video 

recording, there were frequently a cluster of media microphones. While the 

official TRC audio recorded the voice of the victim or perpetrator, for those who 

spoke in vernacular languages, it was the voice of the simultaneous translator 

speaking in English, relayed through headphones to participants, which was 

forwarded to a transcription service. Despite the fact that there was no time to 

proof read or correct, to all intents and purposes these transcriptions became the 

official version: uploaded onto an intranet it served as the basis for 

investigations, research, and findings. Later, partly owing to the snowballing 

number of research requests, mainly from scholars, these transcriptions were 

moved to a public website. It is dominantly these transcripts, which come to 

constitute the archive on which most scholars rely, as did Daniel and I, there 

being little time for researchers to attend hearings or watch video recordings.72  

Little wonder then that while scholars of the TRC’s amnesty process have tended 

to focus on the concept of amnesty, or its practice, and successes or failures, few, 

as Cole notes ‘have yet to grapple fully with [the] unique and defining aspect of 

                                                      
71 Cole, Performing South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission; Belinda Bozzoli, ‘Ritual 
and Transition: The Truth Commission in Alexandra Township, South Africa 1996,’ African 
Studies, 57 (2), 1998, p. 170-171. 
72 Scholars of linguistics and translation have done extensive research on the flaws of these 
transcripts, which were the products of simultaneous translation, and contain omissions and 
errors. See for example, Antjie Krog, Nosisi Mpolweni, and Kopano Ratele. There Was This Goat: 
Investigating the Truth Commission Testimony of Notrose Nobomvu Konile (Scottsville: UKZN 
Press, 2009), Nosisi Mpolweni, ‘The Importance of the Original: Challenges of Interpreting a 
Xhosa Testimony Before the South African TRC, Journal of Multicultural Discourses, 3 (3), 2008; 
Annalisa Oboe, ‘The TRC Women's Hearings as Performance and Protest in the New South Africa,’ 
Research into African Literatures, 38 (3), 2007; Christine Anthonissen, ‘On Interpreting the 
Interpreter – Experiences of Language Practitioners Mediating for the TRC,’ Journal of 
Multicultural Discourses, 3 (3), 2008; Zannie Bock, 'Language has a Heart': Linguistic Markers of 
Evaluation in Selected TRC Testimonies,’ Journal of Multicultural Discourses, 3 (3), 2008.  
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the commission—its public, embodied, and performed dimensions.’ This would 

include the embodied presence of perpetrators. Antjie Krog, looking at applicants 

from a Northern Transvaal hit-squad suggests they could have been her ‘ooms’ 

(uncles).73 Daniel and I marveled at the stooped greyness and nervousness of the 

much feared interrogator, Willem Schoon, to whom Vlakplaas commanders 

reported;74 nor did we expect the soft-spoken and self-deprecating humour of 

Eugene de Kock, former commander of Vlakplaas who spoke to us from behind 

his ‘bottle top’ spectacles for several hours in a courtyard of C Max at Pretoria 

Central prison.75 Fullard noted the ‘pendulous ears’ of many former security 

policemen, and researcher Deborah Quin recalled Laurie Wasserman, who shot 

Phila Ndwandwe in the head, uncomfortable and tense in a suit ‘borrowed’ on 

appro from a department store, as he did not possess one and could not afford to 

buy one. Traces of their material presence, such as the trichotillomania of 

Wouter Mentz,76 can sometimes be discerned from transcripts, or from images, 

such as the fish-eyed coldness of Port Elizabeth torturer and killer, Gideon 

Nieuwoudt, posing for photographer Jillian Edelstein.77 

If the above suggests one kind of aesthetic, by which I mean an embodied and 

sensory ‘discourse of the body,’78 there is also what has been referred to as the 

‘aesthetics of the witness.’79 Perpetrators and their varied present and imagined 

publics also produced multiple performative modes, making for an archive less 

‘forensic’ than the TRC may have hoped for. If Van der Merwe’s performance as 

the loyal police commissioner and general ‘who stood by his men’ sought to 

mitigate the sense of betrayal experienced by many operatives, it did not prevent 

anger and bitterness directed towards their political principals spilling over in 

numerous hearings. There was Craig Williamson’s sardonic comment implicating 

                                                      
73 A Krog, Country Of My Skull (Johannesburg: Random House, 2010), pp. 78. 
74 Daniel and I heard of his reputation from a former detainee, Roland Hunter. 
75 Interview Eugene de Kock, 17 April 1998. Daniel and I were not permitted to record this 
interview, and after being searched, I was permitted only to have a small notebook and pencil on 
condition that my hands were visible at all times. 
76 Willem Wouter Mentz, AM2775/96, Amnesty Records. 
77 Jillian Edelstein, Truth and Lies: Stories From the Truth And Reconciliation Commission in South 
Africa (London: Granta, 2001).   
78 Terry Eagleton cited in  Susan Buck-Morss, 'Aesthetics and Anaesthetics: Walter Benjamin’s 
Artwork Essay Reconsidered,' October, 62, 3 (1992): p. 6.  
79 Patricia C. Phillips ‘The Aesthetics of Witnessing: A Conversation with Alfredo Jaar, Art Journal, 
2005: pp. 6-27.  
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a wider range of social actors in GVHRs,80 Eugene de Kock’s sarcastic riposte that 

he had not understood the phrase ‘take out’ to mean he should entertain the 

identified target,81 or CCB member Charl Naude’s almost tearful tribute to 

General A.J.M. ‘Joep’ Joubert, who alone ‘stood by his men’ in contrast to the 

cowardice of military generals.82 Perhaps the most well-known performance is 

that of Jeffrey Benzien, who, along with the Amnesty Committee, was caught off 

guard by his victims’ request to question him directly, who then asked him to 

demonstrate the wet bag torture technique. Several of the former detainees who 

questioned him had joined the police force post-94 and were thus at the time of 

the hearing colleagues of Benzien. This collapsed temporalities and roles: the 

time of torture, the time of the amnesty encounter, where the categories of 

victim, perpetrator, policeman and cadre unexpectedly shifted and collapsed into 

each other, with tables less turning than spinning.83  

Again some of this residue can be discerned in the online transcripts, but much 

                                                      
80 ‘Our weapons, ammunition, uniforms, vehicles, radios and other equipment were all developed 
and provided by industry. Our finances and banking were done by bankers who even gave us 
covert credit cards for covert operations. Our chaplains prayed for our victory and our 
universities educated us in war. Our propaganda was carried by the media and our political 
masters were voted back into power time…with ever increasing majorities.’ Armed Forces , 9 
October 1997, http://justice.gov.za/trc/special/forces/sap.htm accessed 15 December 2017.  
81  See Amnesty Hearing, 6 March 1998, Port Elizabeth, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/pe/cradok10.htm  accessed 9 September 2017. 
Also see TRC,  Report. Volume Five, pp. 214-218.  
82 Charl Naude, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans%5C1999/99040622_pre_990407pt.htm accessed 15 
December, 2017.  
83 For live excerpts from this testimony, see 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KmPgG8U38wk. This encounter and re-enactment was 
widely publicised and has had many afterlives in scholarship and other representational forms. 
For scholars who have engaged this, see  Sanders, Ambiguities of Witnessing; Leigh Payne, 
Unsettling Accounts: Neither Truth Nor Reconciliation in the Confessions of State Violence 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2008), pp. 229-39. See also Krog, Country of My Skull,  pp. 70-78; 
Sue Williamson, ‘Can't Remember, Can't Forget" in Sue Williamson: Selected Work (Cape Town: 
Double Storey Books, 2003), p. 39. In many ways it was precisely the unexpectedness of this 
encounter that generated its power. Later Pravin Gordhan and ‘Mo’ Shaik attempted to similarly 
challenge, and perhaps this time succeed in ‘turning the tables’ on their torturer, but their 
challenge largely fell flat, lacking the dramatic tension and ambiguity of the earlier encounter. See 
Amnesty Hearing, Durban, 30 August 1999, 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/9908100903_dbn_990830dn.htm accessed 17 June 
2017. The unexpectedness of the earlier encounter extended to the victims, who seemed to come 
upon this strategy in part through their frustration listening to Benzien’s account of the killing of 
their comrade, Ashley Kriel. Their plans to ‘turn the tables’ included going out to buy a suitable 
bag which could stand in for the ‘wet bag,’ often an official post office mail sack. In this moment, 
there seemed little sense of the vulnerable place in which they would be placing themselves 
(personal observations and conversation with some of the former detainees connected to this 
incident). 

http://justice.gov.za/trc/special/forces/sap.htm
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/pe/cradok10.htm
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans%5C1999/99040622_pre_990407pt.htm
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KmPgG8U38wk
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/9908100903_dbn_990830dn.htm
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eludes the technologies of the written word, especially in translation. This is not 

an attempt to humanise or ask about subjectivities, but to think about the 

conditions in which admissions or confessions took place, as well as to call 

attention to the instability of testimony and the social ground of the testimonial 

space, which even when closely marshaled by legal representatives, could open 

unintended parries, skirmishes and surrenders. Some scholarly criticism has 

rested on the ways in which the particular subject that is produced by the 

amnesty process is not only one which eludes his colonial ancestor, but is 

necessarily individuated. This is part of a wider critique about how the TRC 

produces individual victims and perpetrators, ignoring the systemic nature of 

apartheid and its colonial legacies. While this may be so, what is lost in the 

critique of individuation are the specificities of covert warfare in the mid-1980s. 

Notwithstanding the sovereign’s will to kill, the security state seemed unable to 

deploy the war it had imagined. This seeming limit or constraint arises from the 

disjuncture between policy, testimony and the forensic record of this war. As 

argued in Chapters Five and Six, although formulated systematically and 

institutionally, counter-revolutionary warfare of the late apartheid state was 

forced to rely operationally precisely on handpicked individuals – a form of 

individuation, even as it produced partible persons. 

 

Nodal points and securing leakiness: protecting apartheid 

secrets 

Legally, the TRC had access to all and any documents pertaining to its mandate, 

with the rights of search and seizure, but this proved to be a largely theoretical 

access. Security clearances were but one stricture, controlling and managing 

access to information and documents. Bonnie Smith notes that while ‘[we] may 

readily mock fetishisms of the historian’s craft, … there remains the shared 

conviction that access to what is “classified” and “confidential” are the coveted 

findings of sound and shrewd intellectual labours.’84 Acquiring ‘Top Secret’ 

                                                      
84 Bonnie G. Smith, cited in  Ann Laura Stoler, 'Colonial Archives and the Arts of Governance,' 
Archival Science, 2002, p. 90. 
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clearance required no such labours on our part, only tedium, intrusion, and a 

certain amount of anxiety. Nor did it necessarily guarantee open access. Only one 

TRC search and seizure operation took place, the effect of which was to create a 

bureaucratic apparatus, whereby all documentation requests would be 

channelled through a specified individual or ‘nodal point.’ Ironically, the ancestry 

of the ‘nodal point’ system tracked back to the apartheid era security policy, 

Total Strategy, in which coordinated information and communication 

theoretically ran via nodal points from the Office of the State President to all 

state departments at national, provincial and local levels, and individuals 

assigned as nodal points thus acted as managers and gatekeepers of classified 

information.   

More telling and more troubling was the choice of the nodal point system in the 

working mechanism of the TRC. With the single exception of the police,85 nodal 

points had intelligence backgrounds and/or were largely from the old order.  The 

ANC, too, chose its then Minister of Intelligence, Joe Nhlanhla, as its nodal point, 

although in practice this function was handed over to the TRC desk in ANC 

headquarters, which rarely responded to requests.86 The choice of nodal points 

not only reflected a politics of suspicion, but spread suspicion too.   

The SADF in particular, and seemingly with the consent of their Minister, former 

MK commander Joe Modise (who until his death long after the TRC had closed its 

doors remained in contempt of a subpoena for failing to provide specified 

records), continued to ‘unproblematically’ equate the records and ‘secrets of the 

apartheid state… with “state security.”’87 Following an extremely cordial meeting 

and tour by the head archivist through what Suren Pillay describes as ‘the 

interior world of a labyrinth marked “TOP SECRET,”’88 the door slammed shut, 

and the nodal point made it clear that documentation would only be provided if 

the TRC provided full details of the alleged violation of human rights, and if such 

                                                      
85 The nodal point for the police was based in the Secretariat of SAPS, a civilian body, headed by 
the highly respected lawyer and former office bearer of the United Democratic Front Azhar 
Cachalia.  
86 TRC, Report, Volume Five, p. 204.  
87 Memorandum, Nicky Rousseau to Charles Villa-Vicencio, 14 November, 1997. 
88’ Pillay, 'The Partisan’s Violence, Law and Apartheid,’ p. 168. 
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documentation was found to exist. While nominally the nodal point, Johan van 

der Walt (a lawyer in the SADF’s legal department) always had a former head of 

counter-intelligence at his side, as well as one or two of several high-ranking 

persons from the apartheid era.89 After the then Deputy Minister of Defence, 

Ronnie Kasrils, offered to accompany Daniel and I to the archive, Van der Walt 

proclaimed that even if accompanied by President Mandela himself, we would 

not be granted free access. Daniel and I recommended the TRC use its powers of 

search and seizure, or that attempts to access SADF records cease, and the 

SADF’s obstruction be recorded in the final report. Finally, following a meeting, 

which included the then Chief of the SANDF90 as well as the Deputy Chair of the 

TRC and head of Research, a highly limited form of access was granted. Even then 

this was done on the basis of our insistence that the TRC needed to verify that 

holdings reported to still exist in terms of the investigation into the destruction 

of documents indeed still existed. These declared holdings included records on 

the SADF raids on Cassinga, a SWAPO camp in Southern Angola in 1978 

(Operation Reindeer), and on Matola, Mozambique, in 1981 (Operation Beanbag) 

as well as certain Joint Management Centre (JMC) records.   

Whether nodal points were co-operative or uncooperative, whether they 

proclaimed a freedom to access, but in practice oversaw and filtered 

documentation, or whether they obstructed at every turn, nonetheless the nodal 

point system was one of the visible ways in which intelligence, if not at the heart 

of TRC investigations and research processes, lurked at its extremities. Aside 

from the role in managing information and controlling access, the nodal point 

system was itself an intelligence gathering exercise: submitting requests 

provided information about what the TRC was working on and potentially what 

it knew. Until the cut-off for amnesty applications, such information could be 

                                                      
89  On one occasion Van der Walt was accompanied by Mauritz Spaarwater, former NIS Covert 
Operations head, and Klaus von Lieres und Wilkau, a former Attorney-General of the Transvaal, 
raising its own questions about the nexus between former security, intelligence and legal 
personnel both before and after democracy. Spaarwater’s presence as part of the SADF team on 
this occasion cast doubt on the claim by him and other NIS senior management at a briefing to 
the TRC of the outright distrust and enmity between the different security and intelligence arms.  
90 The SADF was renamed the South African National Defence Force (SANDF) after 1994. At the 
time of this meeting, not only did the nodal point for the military consist exclusively of old order 
personnel, but the Chief of the Defence Force himself had continued to serve in his position in the 
Mandela era until his resignation in May 1998.  
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pertinent in advising who to apply, how applications should be framed or 

managed, and potentially what evidence still existed to suggest other versions of 

violations. After the cut-off date, much of this information remained valuable for 

those who applied for gross violations and who were required to appear before 

the Amnesty Committee.  

But there were also wider interests that perhaps explain this intense intelligence 

interest in the TRC.  The war had not ended for many of those who defended or 

had fought apartheid: it had merely transferred to different terrains, of which 

intelligence agencies themselves, as well as the TRC, with its intention to make 

pronouncements and findings, constituted such sites. The dance of repression 

and resistance continued to hold former enemies in mutual embrace, and 

information as well as that which could inflict damage on ‘own forces’ quickened 

hearts on both sides. While working with the PCLU in the early 2000s, a former 

security policeman still on the staff of the Attorney General (Witwatersrand 

Division) proudly displayed his carefully kept case files of ANC operatives, 

opened prior to the suspension of the armed struggle in 1990, but meticulously 

kept up to date with references and careful annotations from amnesty hearings 

of ANC operatives and media reports.91 Similarly, among the SADF nodal point’s 

many refusals for documentation access, was a request to access SADF 

intelligence on the ANC and PAC on the basis that these files were still ‘live.’   

Former liberation movement personnel were not exempt from this kind of 

intelligence gathering: a set of organograms which tracked the internal structure 

of NIS from its founding until the transition was ‘borrowed’ from me by an ex-

liberation movement investigator, seconded by NIA to the TRC, and never seen 

again, despite several requests. At another stage, a former liberation movement 

employee in NIA approached a number of TRC employees for ‘the list of 

informers’ allegedly in the TRC’s possession. After repeated denials that such a 

list existed, the person in question frustrated claimed to ‘know for a fact’ that 

such a list — and apparently a substantial one — existed in the TRC’s 

                                                      
91 Following the TRC, attempts to prosecute security police who were refused amnesty, or did not 
apply for amnesty, have been met on more than one occasion with threats that civil cases will be 
brought against liberation movement figures. The existence of these files gives substance to such 
threats.  
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Documentation Centre. Curious, researchers located a box labelled ‘List of 

Informers,’ which contained little more than notes from a TRC commissioner’s 

meeting regarding President Mandela’s request for the TRC to investigate this 

issue and provide him with a list (hence the labelling of the box).92 The fear of 

what potentially embarrassing information intelligence documents could 

contain, and an obsessive interest in informers, is what seemed to drive the 

apparent view that apartheid’s secrets still required protecting. 

I provide these details as a way of noting the unusually and densely ‘interested’ 

status of information, and who had access to it. Indeed, the TRC was not merely a 

disinterested onlooker here, as was evident in several ways. The head of the IU in 

the Johannesburg office was a former prosecutor, while a former NIS agent was 

employed in the IU’s national Analysis Unit, both of whom had prior experience 

in the various investigations into state covert involvement in violence in the 

1990s; additionally, an ex-security policeman worked in the TRC's witness 

protection programme. The employment of the former NIS member was later 

terminated, and in his place not one, but three NIA members were seconded, two 

formerly from ANC intelligence structures and one a former bantustan 

intelligence operative. This is not to say that they were necessarily ‘moles,’ but 

rather that such placements inevitably gave rise to speculation and rumour. Was 

there any substance to the accusations of involvement in train violence, 

emanating from the nodal point, which had led to the dismissal of the former NIS 

agent, or did they arise from internal dynamics within NIA, perhaps a shift in the 

balance of power between liberation movement and ‘apartheid era’ spooks?  Or 

did this reflect an anxiety to ensure an ANC presence in the IU’s Analysis Unit, 

rather than a former NIS counter-espionage agent who had been part of post-

1990 investigations into unlawful involvement of security personnel in political 

violence?  Such speculation and suspicion could wreak havoc and suspicion in a 

structure such as the TRC, a temporary structure with a diverse staff, few of 

                                                      
92 Former President Mandela’s request followed media disclosures of unnamed apartheid era 
spies in his Cabinet. The TRC declined this request, arguing that the broad and complex nature of 
such an investigation and list went beyond its capacity and mandate of GVHRs.  See ‘PAC’s De 
Lille Names Spies,’ Mail and Guardian, 23 October 1997 at https://mg.co.za/article/1997-10-23-
pacs-de-lille-names-spies, accessed on 15 December 2017. 

https://mg.co.za/article/1997-10-23-pacs-de-lille-names-spies
https://mg.co.za/article/1997-10-23-pacs-de-lille-names-spies
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whom knew or had worked together previously. 

‘Leakiness’ seemed to be something else from which the TRC suffered. Following 

several embarrassing leaks to media,93 the NIA deployees were tasked to 

investigate, owing to concerns that the TRC’s apparent inability to maintain 

confidentiality caused potential trauma to victim families and was impeding 

investigations and credibility. Reports of reluctance to speak to the TRC because 

it ‘leaked like a sieve’ suggested that such ‘leakiness’ could shrink the potential 

expansion of the archive. Conversely ‘leakiness’ could spread public access, 

potentially expanding the archive through new disclosures or, at least until May 

1997, further amnesty applications. In short ‘leakiness’ could lead to withholding 

or disclosing, underscoring a kind of happenstance. Nonetheless, management 

reminded staff members of their oaths of confidentiality, the NIA secondees met 

and questioned those with access to the ‘leaky’ documents, and the IU documents 

room was no longer freely accessible, while extra ‘sensitive’ documents were 

housed in the TRC CEO’s strong room. NIA secondees also proposed classifying 

documents in possession of the Investigation Unit according to their level of 

‘secrecy,’ although after strong objection, this proposal seemed to be dropped. 

Notwithstanding such measures, standing in the CEO’s office one day, I was 

struck by a familiar-looking document on top of a pile of documents next to the 

door. On closer inspection it turned out to be a document on the drug Ecstasy, 

including its formula, which had been one of the documents from the Basson 

trommels, copied to indicate how criminal intersected with political interests.  

Perhaps just as well that a proposal by NIA in 1997 for the TRC to take custody of 

these trommels, a treasure trove for criminals and intelligence agencies 

worldwide, was greeted with horror by the TRC, and firmly declined. Another 

staff member, packing up her office, discovered that her comfortable footrest 

was a box of Uiters Geheim (Top Secret) documents, the disappearance of which 

had been a source of some panic in the corridors of the TRC.  

But it was not only an apartheid state versus liberation movement war of words, 

                                                      
93 For example, details regarding amnesty applications and notices to appear before the 
Commission. See for example, ‘Truth Body Hunts Source of Leaked Amnesty Documents,’ SAPA, 
27 January 1997, http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/media%5C1997%5C9701/s970127c.htm 
accessed on 15 December 2017. 

http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/media%5C1997%5C9701/s970127c.htm
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tightly bound to the internal politics of intelligence structures, it was also an 

intra-intelligence conflict, which threaded the whole of the TRC period.  

According to the historiography, events of the early to mid 1960s saw security 

displace Native Affairs and Railways as the powerhouse of government’s 

executive, but accompanied by rivalry between different security arms.94 The 

TRC’s mandate period is littered with attempts to manage such rivalry, and the 

SSC’s precursor, the State Security Committee, was established in 1963 following 

a disclosure that Military Intelligence had known about the bombing of Park 

Station by the African Resistance Movement (ARM) prior to the event but had 

not passed this intelligence on to security police.95 Scholars have noted a similar 

displacement and rivalry accompanying the demise of the Botha government and 

ascendance of F.W. de Klerk; notably De Klerk had no security background, but 

increasingly relied on NIS head, Dr ‘Niël’ Barnard. Barnard had previously stalled 

attempts to initiate negotiations in the 1985/6 period in favour of a controlled 

and managed transition.96 The series of commissions of enquiry arising from 

revelations of police and military involvement in covert violence in the 1990s 

has been widely read by both scholars and in the public sphere through the 

cynical lens of the National Party’s double negotiation strategy in which De Klerk 

established commissions to investigate alleged unlawful activity of security 

forces, but all the while covertly deploying a ‘Third Force’ to intensify violence 

and weaken the ANC. Yet, little attention has been paid to the source and timing 

of the information made available to these commissions. 

Thinking every now and then that I was beginning to see the outline of the 

security force’s dark shadow of organisation and planning, my more sceptical 

self would reflect on how I had been encountering the same sources of 

                                                      
94  A Seegers, The Military in the  Making of Modern South Africa (London and New York, Tauris 
Academic Studies, 1996), p. 125-131.  
95 Seegers, The Military in the Making of Modern South Africa, p. 130. Mike Louw, former director 
of NIS, suggested that ‘the inter-agency distrust and antagonism was… the “golden thread which 
runs through the whole history of intelligence work in SA.”’   John Daniel notes on NIS briefing to 
TRC, 5 March 1997, Pretoria, John Daniel archive.  
96 These included initiatives from outside of government by Richard Rosenthal, as well as from 
within government’s Department of Constitutional Development and Planning, which produced a 
document ‘Ons Skrik vir Niks’ (We scare at nothing) suggesting a move away from repressive 
measures in favour of a more open negotiation strategy. On Richard Rosenthal, see Rosenthal, 
Mission Improbable; for internal government initiatives, Notes on interview with Fanie Cloete, 
Stellenbosch, n.d.; Seegers, The Military in the Making of Modern South Africa, pp. 248-249.  
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intelligence across different commissions and investigations, and not 

infrequently, in news reports in the independent media. Much of the information 

provided by NIA to the TRC recounted in significant detail information that had 

appeared in Vrye Weekblad and the Mail and Guardian in the late 1980s, and/or 

was repeated in the Steyn investigation, in certain Goldstone files, as well as files 

in the Attorney General’s office. This reflected not just an overlap of 

documentation, but of investigators and informants in these various 

commissions and investigations. This does not necessarily mean that such 

information was false, but it certainly suggests a more purposeful fabrication and 

fashioning, raising the possibility that across time a very particular set of 

disclosures had been allowed to surface, perhaps connected to inter-security and 

intelligence schisms. Such confluences also posed the question as to who the 

interested parties were, who they represented, and who and what was missing. I 

would wonder whether the shadow I saw was that of post-1985 state violence, 

or — ‘along the grain’ – the biography of an intelligence archive and ambition. 

Yet, as Terry Castle warns, ‘skepticism too has its pitfalls. Skepticism is liable … 

to its own kind of folly – the debunking “mania,” or compulsion to disprove… To 

disbelieve … is to risk losing oneself in an alienating web of evidence and 

counter-evidence.’97 In short, I, and some of my colleagues, were not ourselves 

exempt from conspirativity or a ‘debunking mania.’  

 

Missing archives 

Despite this obfuscation, TRC archive/s grew with documents (and testimonies) 

constantly heaping up, sometimes incrementally, sometimes thickly. Yet if the 

above has suggested that the constitution of ‘truth’s archive’ occurred in a 

strange world where deliberation was sometimes overwhelmed equally by 

happenstance as well as counter-deliberation, these archives were actual and 

physical. Even where access was denied, there was at least some assurance that 

                                                      
97 Terry Castle, 'Contagious Folly: "An Adventure" and Its Skeptics,' Critical Inquiry, 17, 4 (1991), 
p. 41. 
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documentation still existed.  Similarly, the vast holes in testimonial archives98 

had not yet reached testimony’s limit of lifespan; while many testimonies had 

indeed slipped into the grave, the mandate’s relatively recent time period of 

1960-1994 promised the potential of future oral histories or testimonies 

collected by agencies other than the TRC. Indeed, if memories of the 1960s had 

slipped into oblivion for many victims, the proximity of the 1990s violence may 

have discouraged disclosure.99 Thus, although such testimonial holes certainly 

meant the depletion of the TRC’s archive/s, they still held the promise of future 

archival possibilities. In contrast, there were other archives that had little hope 

of being actualised: as the TRC’s Destruction of Documents enquiry established, 

swathes of documents, in some cases, whole archives had seemingly vanished 

into a black hole to which no access was possible – shredded, burnt or otherwise 

destroyed or disappeared.   

The TRC Act specifically instructed the TRC to identify the extent of record 

destruction and to this end it established a Destruction of Documents team. This 

team, one of the more successful ventures of the TRC, painstakingly questioned, 

recorded and assembled a report. Although it was expected that primarily police 

and targeted military holdings had suffered the most attrition, NIS alone 

confessed to having burnt approximately forty four tons of documentation at 

iron and steel parastatal ISCOR.100 While the image of these burning furnaces 

was searing, and the apartheid state would not have been the first regime to 

conceal evidence of culpability, some TRC staff nonetheless mused at whether 

any security structure had ever reduced its intelligence to zero.  

Indeed, undisclosed records emerged both before and after the TRC closed its 

                                                      
98 These testimonial ‘holes’ included very few victim statements from the 1960s, and not a single 
amnesty application; contrary to Mamdani’s claim, few activists, and most particularly youth, 
made HRV statements, leaving largely older female relatives to ‘tell their stories’; fewer victim or 
victim families from the PAC and IFP made statements or applied for amnesty, owing to the PAC 
and IFP’s general hostility to the TRC; few amnesty applications were received from activists in 
the UDF, which had disbanded, and which reflected the difficulties of encouraging amnesty 
applications from civilian structures as opposed to those in military structures. 
99 Anecdotally, several former activists have commented that the TRC was ‘too soon.’ The 
difficulties of speaking in the immediate aftermath has also been noted in other settings of 
violence and trauma, such as Germany and Spain, where discussion has been initiated by later 
generations.  
100 TRC Report,  Volume One, p. 219.  
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doors. The first concerned the NIS itself, when in the course of moving office, 

several filing cabinets of former NIS head, Dr Niël Barnard, were found in an 

office. Following their discovery these cabinets were hastily moved to Embassy 

House, the offices of the Ministry of Intelligence, and perused by one of the TRC’s 

NIA secondees and an ANC research trusty before access was granted to the TRC, 

and I was able to spend several days in the small empty office, where the 

documents were being housed.  

An early 2000s call from SAPS Crime Intelligence to the National Prosecuting 

Authority had a more optimistic ending to the unknown fate of Niël Barnard’s 

documents. In this instance, a large number of files had been ‘discovered’ in a 

basement, which stored maintenance ware and other odds and ends. The files, 

dominantly case files on individuals, were neatly sequential, as though a single 

truck on its way to the furnace (or alternative storage space?) offloaded its 

contents in the basement.  Also, in the early 2000s, a response to a request by the 

South African Historical Archive (SAHA) for a list of extant apartheid era SADF 

documents produced numerous holdings not disclosed to the TRC.  Nor were the 

SADF documents shown to Ph.D student, Vilho Shigwheda, relating to the 

Cassinga massacre,101 included in the documents shown to the TRC. Daniel noted 

that the TRC’s access to archival documents resulted in a shift in its stance away 

from that in which the SADF deliberately attacked Cassinga, knowing full well 

that it was a civilian camp, as suggested by SWAPO and corroborated by a UN 

investigation.102 Instead, the TRC provides a more muted account, suggesting 

that ‘the SADF command was convinced that Kassinga103 was the planning 

headquarters of PLAN, and thus a military target of key importance…’ but that 

there was ‘little evidence that the SADF took sufficient precautions to spare those 

civilians whom they knew were resident at Kassinga in large numbers.’104 In this 

case, a purely evidentiary reading of a documentary archive provided by the 

                                                      
101 Vilho Shigwedha, ‘The Archival Trace: The Case of the SADF Documentary Ruins,’ unpublished, 
n.d., c. 2008. 
102 Cherry et al, p. 30.  Although Daniel is not associated with this comment in the chapter, it is 
almost certainly his observation. 
103 This is a less used spelling of Cassinga, preferred by the TRC. 
104 TRC, Report, Volume Two, p. 53. 
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SADF proved not only to have been ‘liable’ rather than ‘reliable,’105 but suggests 

as well deliberate falsification by personnel associated with the SADF nodal 

point, who spent some time interpreting aerial photographs to Daniel and 

myself.  

Nor was there always logic to what was retained. Although there is an 

assumption that what was left was that which could not incriminate,106 this was 

not always the case. While much of the documentation that the TRC saw 

regarding, for example, extra-judicial killing, might not have been sufficient to 

secure convictions of the trigger-pullers in a routine murder case, these could 

provide compelling and incriminating evidence of the intellectual authors of this 

policy in a different judicial scenario, such as a war crimes tribunal. Similarly, 

amnesty applicants would apply for torture and abduction but not killing,107 or 

for being involved in false flag explosions, or numerous external and internal 

assassinations, but not for an attempted killing,108 or perhaps inexplicably swop 

responsibility for killing around,109 or risk their credibility and thus potentially 

jeopardise the success of an amnesty application by insistently refuting details to 

which other applicants had testified.110 The reasons for these strange 

                                                      
105 On the liability and reliability of evidence, see Premesh Lalu, ‘The Grammar of Domination and 
the Subjection of Agency: Colonial Texts and Modes of Evidence,’ History and Theory, 34,2 (2000). 
106 Pillay, 'The Partisan’s Violence, Law and Apartheid,’ pp. 166-167. 
107 This is evident in the case of Ntombi Khubeka, where a claim that she died of a heart attack 
during interrogation was disputed by the bullet hole found in her head after her remains were 
located. Nokuthula Simelane and the Ladybrand 4 (Mbulelo Ngono, Nomasonto Mashiya, Tax 
Sejename and Betty Boom) who were also ‘disappeared’ are believed to have suffered a similar 
fate. See TRC, Report, pp. 131,236-237, 241. 
108 For example, several senior security branch applicants, including former Minister of Police, 
Adriaan Vlok, applied for amnesty for several explosions and/ or killings, including entrapment 
operations leading to the deaths of a number of young men, yet failed to apply for amnesty for 
the attempted killing of Reverend Frank Chikane, which a subsequent plea bargain revealed. See 
https://mg.co.za/article/2007-08-17-adriaan-vlok-spared-jail accessed 8 June 2018. 
109  Although uncorroborated, I was told by more than one amnesty applicant that although Jan 
Anton Nieuwoudt applied for amnesty for being part of an operation to murder by poisoning 
Knox Dlamini in Swaziland in 1987 or 1988, and Henri van der Westhuizen for a similar 
operation leading to the murder of Gibson Mondlane in Mozambique, the two men had ‘swopped’ 
operations, possibly for fraudulent reasons.    
110 Such was the case in which Eugene de Kock insisted, contrary to all other applicants, that 
Louis Trichardt policeman, Freek Pienaar, was not present during the disposal of Japie 
Maponya’s body in the Swaziland bush, after his ‘disappearance’ and torture on 26 September, 
1985. One of De Kock’s three life sentences had been given for this killing, suggesting that if his 
claim were not truthful, it would suggest either an extraordinary bond of loyalty, or hubris in the 
accuracy of his memory. See Amnesty Hearing, Pretoria, 13 July 1999, 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99071216_pre_990713pt.htm accessed 15 January 
2018.  

https://mg.co.za/article/2007-08-17-adriaan-vlok-spared-jail
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99071216_pre_990713pt.htm
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inconsistencies remained opaque, and it was impossible to judge whether 

personal, political or criminal motives motivated such behavior. 

But if new documents emerged, ones identified by the TRC could unexpectedly 

vanish. A year after the Barnard documents had been ‘discovered,’ I needed to 

locate some documents for an amnesty hearing, and hoped at the same time to 

copy or go through the documents I had previously set aside. The officials who 

had facilitated access had left the Ministry’s employ, and I was met with blank 

faces, even to the collections’ existence. After offering to identify its known last 

location, and after someone was able to find a key to the said office, I was 

relieved to find the filing cabinets, now covered in dust, the documents exactly as 

they had been left, with the same Post-it notes I had affixed to them, and the 

broken window still unfixed. However, this resurfacing, which enabled me to 

extract some documents for an amnesty hearing, was all too brief, before they 

once again were lost from view.111 Similarly, SAHA has been unable to locate a 

small number of extant Security Branch holdings, which were identified during 

the destruction of documents investigation, and transferred to the SAPS 

Secretariat’s office for safekeeping. More recently, the MPTT has found that 

numerous inquest documents still available during the TRC period have 

subsequently been routinely destroyed as the moratorium put in place during 

the TRC no longer has force.112  

However, as with the TRC’s category of missing persons, not all missing 

documents turned out to be enforced disappearances: a brouhaha over the 

disappearance of 34 boxes of ‘sensitive records’ from TRC CEO’s records was 

widely believed to have been deliberately disappeared, but as with my 

difficulties in locating Niël Barnard’s documents, this disappearance may just as 

well have been a loss of institutional memory as the ‘archon’ of these had 

subsequently resigned his position, and the documents were ultimately located. 

Again here, there is perhaps an element of conspirativity at work. While these 

                                                      
111 I reported this to both the National Archives and SAHA in an unsuccessful attempt to get these 
documents safely secured by the National Archives. 
112 By ‘routine destruction’ I refer to that which is authorised by state regulations and which 
specifies those documents that may be destroyed after a certain period of time. A requirement is 
that such destruction be officially recorded. 
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disappearances may represent crimes of omission, conspirativity turns them into 

crimes of commission, mistaking not just the intent but the remedy too. While 

the loss of documents and institutional memory speaks to forms of 

disfunctionality, of indifference or more strongly a lack of will, the imagined 

conspiracy turns them into forms of more agentive and willful concealment. Ex-

security force personnel had similar stories about liberation movement records: 

some spoke about how the post-democracy integration of liberation and 

apartheid security forces meant that the liberation movement had access to 

‘their records,’ yet a container of ANC documents outside Lusaka had not been 

‘repatriated.’ These claims were made with some bitterness and seemingly 

without irony given the admission of the ISCOR furnaces burning through the 

night to obliterate apartheid era documentation.  

Just as the destruction of documents imposed a physical limit on what was 

knowable, so too did ‘missing’ amnesty applications place a physical limit on the 

amnesty archive. A closer look at which security police applied for amnesty and 

for what is revealing. The application of every head of the covert security police 

unit, Vlakplaas, which was operationally deployed across the region and 

domestically in various operations in which persons were eliminated, massively 

skewed who applied for amnesty. Conversely, as the TRC Report notes, there 

were few applications for torture, for strategic communication (stratcom) 

operations,113 and virtually none for violations associated with ‘riot’ policing. 

Indeed the overlap between HRV and amnesty is extremely small. 

Finally, another category of missing documents is those sometimes only 

imagined to exist. Most compelling of these are the documents believed to 

authorise each and every killing, in some cases, signed by at least the Minister of 

Police, if not the Prime Minister or State President himself.  These are widely 

                                                      
113 From 1984, Stratcom became an increasingly important part of counter-insurgency strategy 
aimed at ‘destabilising the enemy.’ According to amnesty applicants, such operations included 
‘soft’ tactics such as disinformation, propaganda and “dirty tricks” (e.g. slashing tyres or pouring 
paint over the vehicles belonging to political suspects), which aimed to discredit the liberation 
movements as well as spreading suspicion, division and demoralisation within such movements. 
They also applied for what they referred to as  ‘hard’ Stratcom such as arson or petrol bomb 
attacks, firing shots at the houses of political suspects, destruction of office buildings. See TRC, 
Report, Volume Six, pp.227-228. 
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believed to have been destroyed in the furnaces, even though the TRC’s security 

archives suggest the modalities of authorisation to be somewhat different. This is 

not to say that the Goniwe signal and Christina report are the only such 

documents; certainly the possibilities are that with more thorough and extensive 

archival work further examples will arise, but it is an imagined representation, as 

several of the following chapters suggest.  A submission by the head of the 

Independent Task Unit, set up in relation to the trial of former Minister of 

Defence, Magnus Malan, pointed to several instances of ‘hot’ documents – 

instructions in an SSC meeting by then President P.W. Botha to destroy specific 

documentation circulated to members, as well as reference to lists of ‘politically 

sensitive people’ allegedly marked for assassination. During our research in SSC 

files, numerous copies of these documents were found, not dissimilar from, or 

even identical to many other documents, which although classified, had not been 

marked for immediate destruction. A list of ‘politically sensitive people’ turned 

out to be such a varied group as to suggest that perhaps these were marked for a 

range of counter-operations - stratcom, surveillance, and yes, perhaps in a few 

cases more serious actions, which may have included assassination, but certainly 

not on the scale imagined. Again, this does not discount or minimise the violence 

of the late apartheid state, but rather to caution that while sinister intent may 

lurk behind some corners, or in some documents, we may need to ask whether 

Botha’s instructions and the lists of ‘politically sensitive’ persons represent signs 

of what Nancy Rose Hunt has called the ‘nervous state.’114 It may also reflect a 

kind of ‘conspirativity’ to which investigations are always prone, or say more 

about our desire, or ‘archival fever’ or ‘evidentiary mania’ for the 

incontrovertible, the tangible and material evidence.115 This desire extends 

beyond researchers and investigators, but has a more popular provenance, with 

many victims imagining a form of surveillance that was not only panoptic in its 

vision, but that their targeting came from the highest levels of the state. In some 

instances, poignantly evident was the breach between the victim-survivor’s 

                                                      
114 Nancy Rose Hunt, A Nervous State: Violence, Remedies, and Reverie in Colonial Congo (Duke 
University Press, 2016).  
115 This desire or ‘fever’ has a more popular and scholarly provenance. Families and activists 
were sometimes similarly prone to explanations which misconstrued certain actions as 
‘cleverness’ or ‘slyness’ of security police.  



Introduction 

 

 62 

 

memory of their torturer and the realisation that they had been just one of many, 

with no particular distinguishing features, and were perhaps not even 

recognised or remembered.    

In conclusion, as a historian, there is much evidence for reading the making of 

the TRC archive(s) with Derrida and Foucault as Brent Harris has done, but as 

this chapter argues, the processes of making, as well as the archives so 

constituted, arguably exceed this reading. Neither the archive(s) nor archivist(s) 

are given in the ‘order of things.’   

This introduction has argued that the TRC archive was constituted in the peculiar 

temporality I have called ‘TRC time,’ one that generated — or provided access to 

— massive archival holdings, but was also constrained by the very conditions of 

‘TRC time.’ Archive formation was not singular, but the work of many hands, 

some visible and others occluded. It spiralled across different TRC offices, units 

and regions, spinning out to state depositories, as well as real and imagined 

counter-archives inside and outside South Africa.  Of course, one could say this of 

many a scholarly project, yet this would miss the vastness of the archive(s) 

relative to TRC resources. Given that background, what technologies of reading, 

then, made and now make these archives legible? I turn to this in the following 

chapter.
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The introduction provided an account of what I refer to as the TRC’s security 

force archive(s). I focused on its multiplicity and extent, which in the context of 

timeframes and resources made the making of this archive impossibly 

gargantuan. At the National Archives in Pretoria, Fullard and I ruefully recalled 

UWC colleague, Gary Minkley, holding up some slender files in the Cape Archives, 

and announcing that this slender collection would provide an excellent archive 

for a doctoral dissertation. Sitting on trommels in a storeroom, and surrounded 

by the 120 odd metres of State Security Council documentation, with trommels 

yet to be unpacked, and only the most rudimentary inventory, the few slender 

files acquired the status of an unattainable luxury. 

At the same time the TRC archive(s) were highly fragmented, dense in parts, but 

depleted in others, drawing in documents from archives with different 

biographies, epistemologies, and conditions of storage and access. The spatial 

separation of external archives, which researchers consulted, but only fragments 

of which were photocopied, was compounded by the spread of TRC documentary 

holdings across Documentation Centre, Investigation Unit, various strong-rooms 

and offices of multiple investigators and researchers in different regional offices.  

It was thus not always possible to trace the provenance of documents, let alone 

circulating facts, rumours and theories, of which there were plenty. Some 

documents and bits of information were also highly mobile, circulating between
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and within networks of common investigations and research, others, passed 

over, remained in a file forgotten, or circulated only among specific groups, 

owing perhaps to occasional tensions between individuals, units or regional 

offices, or for more mundane logistical reasons. In Cape Town, investigators and 

researchers were on entirely different floors, and with the line between 

investigation and research smudged, some boundary disputes were inevitable. At 

one stage researchers were told that their work properly concerned documents, 

and interviews should be left to investigators. Aside from being ludicrous, it 

seemingly ignored the handover of documents that frequently accompanied 

interviews, or archival work, which required interviews in order to be legible. In 

part the Information Management System was an attempt to address border 

disputes, but aside from its uneven success, it did little to resolve wider 

questions of communication as it focused only on statements. With a limited 

lifespan, and impossible deadlines, there was little energy or capacity to expend 

on institution building: tensions and inefficiencies tended to be set aside unless 

they had reached critical or explosive status.  

There was also a more than usual commingling of different kinds of archives: 

statements, research and investigative documents, testimonies and hearing 

transcripts, interviews, and submissions. Many of these were governed by very 

different TRC ethics and rules: documentary sources included TRC records, 

media reports, apartheid state archives, and what we could call counter-archives 

of local and overseas anti-apartheid structures.1 Similarly HRV, amnesty and 

Section 292 hearings ranged across the registers of speaking out, confessing/ 

disclosing and interrogating, even if these registers were sometimes blurred.  

Alongside and entangled with physical tangible archives were those of the 

intangible - mythologies, composed variously of fact, lies, rumours, secrets as 

well as archives desired or imagined. 

                                                      
1 Locally, this included the IBIIR, the HRC, and local monitoring groups; internationally Amnesty 
International, Kairos, Africa Watch and the British and Dutch anti-apartheid movements. 
Submissions were also received from groups in Ireland, the Netherlands, and Scandinavia’ - see 
Cherry et al, ‘Researching the “Truth,”’ p. 19.  
2 See Introduction, p. 34. 
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In his influential study of the South African Truth Commission, Paul Gready 

discusses the relationship between truth commissions and history through three 

genres: truth commission and history, truth commission as history and truth 

commission as archive. In truth commissions as history Gready engages the ways 

in which the truth commission did history – ‘the prisms of methodology, meta-

narrative and context.’3 While I take issue with whether the TRC ‘did history,’ 

certainly the prisms Gready refers to are evident in how researchers set to work.  

If the Introduction focused on how the security archive(s) was constituted (TRC 

as archive), here I discuss the sense-making work, the ‘grids of intelligibility’ or 

what Stoler suggests are ‘circuits of knowledge production in which they 

circulated.’4 This includes discussion of the TRC’s evidentiary requirements, the 

work of ordering and the making of categories, as well as the received 

knowledges provided by the scholarship.  

 

Truth needs an archive 

Before joining the TRC, I had been part of a productive group of younger staff 

members in the history department at UWC, seeking to re-think the frames of 

South African radical history. During this period, I had also completed a M.A. 

dissertation and reading course on various ‘post-ist’ discourses, and had entered 

the Truth Commission with a fully destabilised notion of truth and evidence. Yet I 

also had a strong sense of being ‘commissioned’: it was not my Report but needed 

to reflect the position of the commission, a position that was firmly situated 

within an evidentiary paradigm, or to put it slightly differently, Truth needed an 

archive. So how does an evidentiary and truth sceptic square this?  She struggles, 

deploying strategies of reading ‘along’ and ‘against the grain,’ with a good dose of 

the hermeneutics of suspicion, at moments drawn to different poles of Castle’s 

evidence/counter-evidence and debunking mania.5 Sometimes, it seemed that 

for the luxury of my graduate years of questioning the status of a singular and 

                                                      
3 Paul Gready, The Era of Transitional Justice, p. 46-56. 
4 Stoler, ‘Colonial Archives and the Arts of Governance,’ p. 100. 
5 Introduction, p. 55. 
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capitalised Truth, the gods of History were rubbing my nose in a bottomless pit 

of ‘facts’ as some form of necessary penance. 

A case in point are debates around a joint security structure, TREWITS, an 

abbreviation that depending on who one believed was either the Teen-

Rewolusionêre Inligtings Taakspan, or Teikensentrum (Counter-Revolutionary 

Intelligence Task Team or Identification Target Centre)6, said to be a sub-

committee of the KIK.  Briefly, TREWITS emerged in testimony of one Jan 

Hattingh ‘Jac’ Cronje, former commander of Vlakplaas and of the Pretoria 

Security Branch,7 on whose watch at least 40 people had been killed.8 Cronje’s 

testimony gave substance to exactly the kind of structure that both activists and 

scholars believed to exist at the ‘highest level,’ the purpose of which was to 

identify, authorise and order elimination of political suspects. Scouring extant 

documentation of the KIK provided confirmation of TREWITS’ existence, as well 

as a tantalising reference to additional target workgroups residing within the 

SADF’s Special Forces, but shed little light on its activities. New leads followed 

the discovery of a more complete set of KIK documents in Niël Barnard’s filing 

cabinets9 and a later opportunity to peruse personnel files of those associated 

with the SADF target workgroup, as well as some interview material.  

Asked to provide an assessment for the TRC’s key finding on whether the former 

apartheid state had officially engaged in extra-judicial killings, I concluded that 

TREWITS had been established for operational purposes, which, read alongside 

other policy documentation, included elimination. Further, amnesty applications 

suggested that specific operatives drawn into TREWITS and target workgroups 

had been responsible for eliminations, both before and after TREWITS had been 

established. However, it appeared that it had not been especially effective. On the 

other hand, it was possible that target workgroups under SADF Special Forces, 

                                                      
6 While applicants overwhelmingly supported the latter wording, two former members of the NIS 
(which oversaw the KIK), and a former SADF representative argued for the former in their 
submission to the TRC, a naming also used in the KIK minutes. The SADF, on the other hand, 
specifically used the term ‘target groups.’ These groups included NIS and security police 
representatives. 
7 Technically the Northern Transvaal region, which included the city of Pretoria and environs. 
8 ‘Policeman Confess to 40 Murders in Bid for Amnesty,’ SAPA, 12 October, 1996, 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/media/1996/9610/s961012a.htm accessed on 10 December 2017. 
9  See Introduction, pp. 56-57. 

http://justice.gov.za/trc/media/1996/9610/s961012a.htm
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which included security police and NIS, had been more active. In other words, 

determining whether it was called an Intelligence Task Team, or an Identification 

Target Team was in itself insufficient in concluding what it had done.  

This did not go down well. Waving the 19 page document, which laid out and 

weighed up the evidentiary basis for my assessment, the Research Director, 

Charles Villa-Vicencio informed me in his inimitably blunt manner that I was not 

writing ‘a fucking Ph.D,’ while Executive Secretary, Paul van Zyl, a lawyer by 

training, threw up his hands and asked me to provide a definitive answer as to 

whether TREWITS had provided specific orders to kill specific people. Van Zyl’s 

question drew attention to the different evidentiary practices and requirements 

of law and history:10 for Van Zyl, law’s adjudication required and could rest on 

‘one bald case’ – that is, an indisputably provable case - which seemingly enabled 

a capacity to generalise across other similar cases. As the member of the 

Milošević prosecution team put it, ‘Historians can keep on reinterpreting, but we 

only get one chance.’ 11 History, it seemed, preferred to adjudicate on a wider 

evidentiary base of evidence and counter-evidence, had room for more 

provisional and unresolved judgements, and sometimes made clearer its moves 

from evidence to speculation. Ultimately, the TRC found12 that ‘extra-judicial 

killings were often the end-result of a process of operationally-directed 

intelligence collection on targeted individuals’ and that ‘the National Intelligence 

Service (NIS), section C2 of the Security Branch, and Military Intelligence… 

undertook such activities and coordinated their information through joint 

participation in so-called “Target Workgroups” … as well as coordinating 

structures such as the Teen Revolusionêre Inligtings Taakspan (TREWITS).’13  

                                                      
10 For discussion on the tensions between law and history, see Carlo Ginzburg, 'Checking the 
Evidence: The Judge and the Historian,' Critical Inquiry 18,1 (2016): 79–92; Riedwaan Moosage, 
'Missing-ness, History and Apartheid-Era-Disappearances: The Figuring of Siphiwo Mthimkulu, 
Topsy Madaka and Sizwe Kondile as Missing Persons,' Ph.D, Vrije Universiteit and University of 
the Western Cape (2019, forthcoming); Richard A. Wilson, Writing History in International 
Criminal Trials (Cambridge University Press, 2011). 
11 Cited in Wilson, Writing History, p. 2. 
12 Findings were the responsibility of TRC commissioners, although in practice many of the 
findings for Volumes Two and Three were drafted by researchers, scrutinised by a small team of 
commissioners, who were also lawyers (Dumisa Ntsebeza, Yasmin Sooka and Richard Lyster), 
before being tabled at a commission meeting for discussion, amendment and ratification.   
13 The basis for this finding rests on the relevant sections in TRC, Report, Volumes Two and 
Three. In the editing process, the extended discussion on target identification and TREWITS was 
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As suggested previously, accountability findings, had come to occupy centre-

stage in writing the TRC Report. While Volume Two was always thought of as ‘the 

perpetrator volume,’ Volume Three had initially been designed as ‘the victims’ 

volume’ recounted through regional reports. But a later decision saw the latter 

largely following the format of Volume Two, in order to further buttress key 

findings of accountability.14 The TRC regarded these findings as ‘factual’ or 

‘forensic,’ but as some scholars have pointed out this was just one of four forms 

of truth outlined by the TRC in its Report: namely, forensic, narrative, dialogic 

and healing truth.15  Deborah Posel noted that, while one may applaud the rarity 

of a commission enquiring into the status of truth, the Report does not provide 

an exposition of how these ‘truths’ encountered each other, and their evidentiary 

weight. The absence of such a discussion suggests that this was ‘a very wobbly, 

poorly constructed conceptual grid’ on which the TRC based its Truth.16 

As with much of the Report, these truths were perhaps the product of the 

‘fevered’ circumstances in which it was written. Although a committee oversaw 

conceptualisation and production, the impossible deadline for handover to 

President Mandela created a permanent state of crisis: report writers rarely saw 

the work of colleagues working on related issues, ‘gaps’ were sometimes 

identified by the committee or research director and chapters hastily 

commissioned, often by external experts or scholars. While Volumes Two-Four 

retained some coherence as accounts of violation told by perpetrator group 

(Volume Two) or by region (Volume Three) or of complicity (Volume Four), 

Cherry et al agree with Posel’s description of the Report as ‘a rather disconnected 

compilation of discrete chunks of information…[without] an attempt to integrate 

                                                      
poorly edited, containing several errors. Although a corrected version was produced literally on 
the eve of going to print, the incorrect version was published, with a similar finding to that of 
Volume Five.  The finding was taken on review by ‘Niël’ Barnard, former director of NIS. See TRC, 
Report, Volume Two, pp. 287-289 and Volume Five, pp. 212-218.  
14 This was motivated as providing both more detailed evidence of the main findings made in 
Volume Two, as well as demonstrating systematic patterns of violation across the regions, and 
thus planning and authorisation. These imperatives were accentuated in the highly contested 
environment in which findings were made. 
15 TRC, Report, Volume One, p. 110-114. 
16 Deborah Posel, 'The TRC Report: What Kind of History? What Kind of Truth?' in Posel and 
Simpson, Commissioning the Past, p. 115. See also Colin Bundy, 'Beast of the Past'; Gready, The Era 
of Transitional Justice, pp. 22-60.  



Chapter One 

 

 70 

 

and synthesise these into a unified analysis.’17 Taking the example of Volume 

One, they suggest it ‘contains the most philosophical sections of the report and 

the most prosaic, jostling side by side.’18 Yet as they point out, and as I return to 

later in this chapter, the TRC did not seek to synthesise or provide a unified 

account. Arguably the lack of a narrative and synthesised history is one of 

reasons why the Report is not available for inscription as ‘official history.’ 

Most researchers were intrigued to learn of the ‘four truths’ having never 

encountered them during their research or report writing. One researcher 

suggested that in certain respects, these ‘truths’ approximated different modes of 

TRC work and practice, and their relationship to one another. I recalled finding a 

printout in the shared printing room, discussing the unreliability of memory and 

testimony. I had hurriedly penned a quick note on a Post-it to the unknown 

author, suggesting oral history’s different encounter with debates on memory’s 

stability and reliability. This shout into a seeming abyss was finally answered by 

‘narrative truth,’ the truth of the narrator. While potentially not factually or 

forensically true, narrative truth contains a ‘personal truth,’ not so different from 

Alessandro Portelli’s view, which I had in mind when I wrote the note, that there 

are ‘no “false” oral sources’: even if they are not ‘factually true’ they contain a 

truth, but what and whose truth requires decoding.19  

Yet where Portelli’s narrators were largely oppressed workers and peasants, 

there were two kinds of narrators in the TRC, whose narration was filtered 

through very different testimonial modalities. Indeed, although both were 

undeniably mediated, to regard testimony led and martialed by a lawyer as 

providing something of a personal or narrative account may be to stretch the 

                                                      
17  Posel cited in Cherry et al, p. 28. While Posel’s assessment of the Report and the TRC itself is 
extremely critical, her later work provides a very different  assessment of the TRC, if not the 
Report. See Deborah Posel, ‘The TRC’s Unfinished Business: Healing,’ in Charles Villa-Vicencio and 
Fanie Du Toit, eds., Truth & Reconciliation in South Africa: 10 Years on (Cape Town: David Philip, 
2006); Deborah Posel, ‘History as Confession: The Case of the South African Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission,’ Public Culture, 20,1 (2008): pp. 119-141. Brent Harris, the only 
scholar to focus exclusively on the TRC’s archive, was in the final stages of his M.A. dissertation 
when the TRC Report was published, and thus provides no discussion of the four truths or the 
Report itself. 
18 Cherry et al, 'Researching the "Truth,"’ p. 28. 
19 Alessandro Portelli, The Death of  Luigi Trastulli and Other Stories: Form and Meaning in Oral 
History (Albany: State University of New York, 1991), p. 51.  
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notion of both terms. The Report does not discuss the distinction of either victim 

and perpetrator or HRV and Amnesty hearings, implicitly allowing ‘personal 

truth’ to encompass not just the victim, but the perpetrator too.20 To hold this 

possibility is to make two further moves: firstly, it brings the sanctity of the 

victim-witness, long held to be unassailable in human rights’ encounter with the 

victims and survivors, into dispute; and secondly, almost inevitably brings the 

victim’s truth into collision with that of the perpetrator. However, from the 

Report’s discussion, it would seem that it is precisely the collision between the 

two that opens the possibility for an encounter, from which a third truth, what 

the Report names as ‘dialogic or social truth’ may emerge.21 This truth is not 

singular, it is not The Truth, but, according to the Report, the social truth, a truth I 

take as being one with which it is possible to live. The acceptance of both the 

validity of a personal truth, including importantly the acknowledgement of the 

violation, and the precarity of a truth to live with is perhaps what the Report 

understands to be its fourth truth, namely, healing truth, described as ‘the kind of 

truth that places facts and what they mean within the context of human 

relationships – both amongst citizens and between the state and its citizens.’22 

In many ways, then, the four truths would seem to reflect a struggle to square 

different evidentiary forms and their relative weights, but also proposes a means 

to square the circle of its impossible mandate23 and transitional justice more 

broadly. This is materialised through recognising and acknowledging victim 

experience on the one hand, and on the other making specific and unassailable 

findings of accountability. Yet, as has also been noted and with some surprise, 

                                                      
20 But see Stephane Leman-Langlois and Clifford D. Shearing who contest this, suggesting that 
narrative truth is the truth of the victim only. See Stephane Leman-Langlois and Clifford D. 
Shearing ‘Repairing the Future: The South African Truth Commission at Work’ in George Gilligan 
and John Pratt, eds., Crime Truth and Justice (Oxford and New York: Routledge, 2013), pp. 228-
229. 
21 The origin of two of these truths seem to be then ANC NEC member, Albie Sachs (later 
appointed to the Constitutional Court), who, speaking at the July 1994 Transition and Justice 
conference, referred to dialogue truth and microscopic truth.  His description of the latter -
‘factual, verifiable and can be documented’ - is effectively the same as the TRC’s forensic truth. 
Albie Sachs in Alex Boraine, Janet Levy and Kader Asmal eds., The Healing of a Nation? (Cape 
Town: Justice in Transition, 1994), p. 105.  
22 TRC, Report, Volume One, p. 114, paragraph 43. 
23 For some of these tensions in its mandate, see Graeme Simpson, ‘“Tell No Lies, Claim No Easy 
Victories”: A Brief Evaluation of South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission’  in Posel 
and Simpson, (eds.) Commissioning the Past. 
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despite this open notion of truth, the register of much of the TRC’s Report, most 

notably Volumes Two to Four, was undoubtedly written in a narrowly forensic 

mode, with testimony demonstrating pattern or typology, and less often ‘motives 

and perspectives’ or the ‘evidence of experience.’24 To some degree this is a 

result of prosaic constraints, but primarily it is because the Report became the 

mode of accountability, of accounting and accounting for.  

 

Forensic truth, the database and the making of categories 

The factual or forensic mode is not uncommon for truth commission reports.25 

For example, José Zalaquett, a legal scholar and former chairperson of the 

Chilean truth commission, suggests a ‘… distinction between revealing the truth 

about secret crimes and interpreting the political processes that led to such 

situations… [which] has become very important in the working of truth 

commissions.’ Truth commissions, according to Zalaquett, should ‘concentrate 

largely on facts, which may be proved, whereas differences about historical 

interpretations will always exist…’26 Given these views on truth commissions as 

‘recorders of facts,’ I focus on the Report’s inscription of ‘forensic truth’; later in 

the chapter I return to the wider debate underlying Zalaquett’s position on truth 

commissions and history. Although I have come to think very differently about 

the forensic, I have left that for my concluding comments,27 preferring to remain 

with the horizons of the TRC’s thought, and its normative definition of forensic. 

The evidentiary basis of forensic truth – even if not always explicitly cited in the 

Report - was largely documentary but included as well material remains28 and 

                                                      
24Andre du Toit, ‘The Product and the Process: On the Impact of the TRC Report,’ paper presented 
at the Wits History Workshop,  The TRC: Commissioning the Past, June 1999, University of the 
Witwatersrand, p. 2. See Cherry et al, ‘Researching the Truth’ on the drastic editing imposed on 
Volumes Two and Three, pp. 28-29. For less forensic chapters see TRC Report, Volume Five, 
Chapters Four and Seven. 
25 There are some exceptions to this, notably Guatemala, which produced a twelve volume report, 
including an entire volume dedicated to historical background.  
26 Cited in Cherry et al, 'Researching the "Truth,”’ p. 17, and for similar views, pp. 24-25. 
27 See Conclusions and Future Itineraries, pp. 324-334. 
28 In some instances, exhumed human remains, as discussed in Chapters Five to Seven here, 
constituted forensic evidence. 
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aspects of narrative testimony.29 While HRV and amnesty testimony fell more 

squarely into the TRC’s understanding of ‘narrative truth,’ the events they 

described could be regarded as forensic or at least meeting some of the 

requirements of the proverbial ‘five wives and a husband.’30   

Yet the TRC was all too aware that amnesty statements, in particular, and claims 

of indisputability immediately came up against the lie31 and the cover-up, which 

it had encountered all too often. Examples might include Constable Bambatha’s 

briefcase, or Jacques Hechter’s boot, both of which contained Russian and 

Chinese weapons to be placed at the scene of extra-judicial killings;32 Sergeant G. 

Viljoen of the East Rand Murder and Robbery squad, who both investigated the 

murder of RENAMO General Secretary Orlando Christina, and was part of a 

committee that ordered the murder of other persons in order to protect the 

SADF’s covert support for RENAMO.33 Then there was Lieutenant Charles Zeelie, 

who took part in the operation to bomb Khotso House just two months after his 

involvement in the death and cover-up of Stanza Bopape, who left the scene and 

after removing his disguise, returned to inspect it as the explosives expert.34 

Above all, loomed the frantic and widespread destruction of documents in the 

early 1990s.35 Such examples, repeated many times over, produced evidentiary 

uncertainty not just for cases to which they directly pertained, but could infect 

                                                      
29 Here it was less the details of narrative testimony, but the patterns that emerged across 
narrative testimony.  
30 The evidentiary standard for both was regarded as an assessment on the basis of a ‘balance of 
probability.’ While amnesty cases, which involved a GVHR, were tested through cross-
examination, those decided on in committee (or ‘in Chambers’ as the AC preferred, adopting the 
legal terminology of the High Court) were not; HRV statements were decided according to a 
policy of low level corroboration (See Preface, p. 7, fn 18), combined with the fact that they were 
made under oath. In cases of doubt, the HRV committee ruled in favour of the victim. At least one 
patently false HRV statement and testimony led to a prosecution. In another case, a mother’s 
statement about her four missing children was later shown to be false, and the children non-
existent. 
31 Here too the legal norms, underscored by the mandate’s injunction to ‘facilitate and promote 
amnesty’ came into play. One of the judges commented that in some cases one ‘felt it in the 
waters’ that  an applicant was lying, but in the absence of contrary evidence, amnesty could not 
be refused. 
32 TRC, Report,  Volume Two,  p. 257. 
33 Pretoria Central MR 568/04/83, and ‘Verslag van die Werkgroep,’ Viljoen was also investigator 
in the murder of Robert and Cora Smit. Nicky Rousseau, Research Notes. See Introduction, p. 36. 
fn 44.  
34 http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1998/98072031_pre_cosatu10.htm; 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/media%5C1998%5C9807/s980731a.htm accessed 8 June 2018. 
35 See Introduction, p. 56.  

http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1998/98072031_pre_cosatu10.htm
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/media%5C1998%5C9807/s980731a.htm
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others, potentially destabilising whole categories. For example, while killing 

constituted a GVHR, combat deaths are customarily excluded under ‘laws of war.’ 

Yet this distinction became indeterminable following several amnesty 

applications in which applicants applied for ambushes deliberately executed, and 

staged as combat deaths, or in other scenarios in which they abducted and killed 

activists, staging their bodies as guerrillas who had blown themselves up. 

Consequently, in some cases findings were reversed or remained open.36 

If the ground of individual cases proved to be unstable, it was - as has become far 

more common in truth commissions and war crimes tribunals - to pattern and 

repetition that the TRC turned. Here the TRC’s lineage, through Latin America 

and the legal frames of international human rights and humanitarian law, 

opened it to the central technology of the database provided by the AAAS with its 

long experience of database design in the field of human rights. Here, as Buur 

suggests, through the multiple frames of ordering, categorising and counting, a 

GVHR was not so much as ‘captured’ by the database, but produced.37 Thus, for 

example, the GVHR category of torture was filtered through the definition of 

torture specified in the Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman, or 

Degrading Treatment or Punishment,38 but then further broken down into ten 

different categories. The ‘attentions’ of statement takers and data processors 

‘were trained and selectively cast’ to recognise and correctly categorise these.39    

 

 

 

                                                      
36 An HRV finding had four possible determinations: GVHR, Not a GVHR, Associated Violation, and 
Unable (to make a finding). Associated Violation recognised harm, but in ruling that it was not a 
gross violation the victim was not eligible for reparation. 
37 Lars Buur, ‘Institutionalising Truth: Victims, Perpetrators and Professionals in the Everyday 
Work of the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission,’ Ph.D diss., Aarhus University. 
38 Article 1(1): ‘The intentional infliction of severe pain and suffering, whether physical or 
mental, on a person for the purpose of (1) obtaining from that or another person information or a 
confession, or (2) punishing him for an act that he or a third person committed or is suspected of 
having committed, or (3) intimidating him or a third person, or (4) for any reason based on 
discrimination of any kind. Pain or suffering that arises only from, inherent in, or incidental to, a 
lawful sanction does not qualify as torture.’  
39 Ann Laura Stoler, ‘“In Cold Blood”: Hierarchies of Credibility and the Politics of Colonial 
Narratives,’ in Ricardo Roque and Kim A. Wagner, eds., Engaging Colonial Knowledge: Reading 
European Archives in World History (Hampshire and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), p. 35. 
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Table 1:  
Codes for Torture 

TORTURE  Happens IN CAPTIVITY or IN CUSTODY of any kind (formal and informal). In 
places such as prisons, police cells, detention camps, private houses, 
containers, anywhere while bound or where it is difficult for a person to 
escape.  
This includes but is not exclusive to situations where people are attempting to 
extract information or confessions. 

Beating BEATING Hit, kick, punch, slap. 
State which part of body assaulted e.g., feet, face, head, genitals, and breasts. 
If object used to beat, specify the object: Sjambok, baton, gun/rifle, stick, 
rope, whip, plank, beat against wall. 
Specify if victim is pregnant or miscarried. 

 Electric 
shock 

ELECTRIC Specify body part where attached. 
Genitals, breasts, fingers, toes, ears, etc. 

 Exposure  
to extremes 

EXPOSURE Heat, cold, weather, exercise, noise, darkness, light (including flashing lights, 
blinding by light), smells, immobilisation. 

 Forced 
posture 

POSTURE Suspension, helicopter, tied up, handcuffed, stretching of body parts, 
prolonged standing, standing on bricks, uncomfortable position. (This includes 
squatting, imaginary chair, standing on one leg, pebbles in shoes).  
Confinement to small space. 
Forced exercise/labour. Blindfolding and gagging. 

Mutilation MUTILATE Specify body part e.g. genitals. Amputation of body parts. Breaking of bones, 
nails/hair/teeth pulled out, scalping. 
Burns: cigarettes, or specify other means. 

Psychological 
torture 

PSYCH  Simulated execution (includes Russian roulette), solitary confinement, 
degradation (includes use of excrement, urine, spit), insults, disinformation, 
threats, witnessing torture, forced participation in torture, exposure when 
washing or on toilet, threat of torture. 

Deprivation DEPRIVE Sleep deprivation (this may not be stated explicitly). 
 Extreme deprivation of food/water e.g. Drink out of toilet bowl. Deprivation 
of medical attention with serious injury or need. (This does NOT refer to a 
general lack of medical care while in custody). 

Sexual abuse SEXUAL40 Attacks on a person using their gender or genitals as a weak point.  
(NOT ELECTRIC SHOCK OR MUTILATION OR BEATING. For these categories, 
specify genitals under those headings instead as the body part abused.) 
Slamming genitals or breasts in drawer or other device, suspension of weights 
on genitals, squeezing genitals or breasts. 
Rape by opposite sex, rape by same sex, gang rape, forced sexual acts (e.g. 
oral sex, simulating intercourse), introduction of objects into vagina or rectum, 
sexual abuse using animals. Threats of rape.  
Touching, nakedness, sexual comments or insults, sexual enticement. 
Deprivation of sanitary facilities for menstruation. 

Suffocation SUFFOCAT Any way of stopping breathing.  
Bag, towel, tube (wet or dry) placed over head, drowning (head, whole body 
submerged), choke, strangle (for stifle or throttle), teargas, bury alive.  

Other OTHER Drugs, gagging, use of animals (specify animal e.g. snake, tortoise, baboon), 
use of vehicle. 

 

                                                      
40 Thus rape or sexual assault in custody was regarded as a form of torture; in cases outside of 
custody, rape was regarded as Severe Ill Treatment (SIT) as rape was not cited in the mandate as 
a specific violation.  
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As Category 10 suggests, the variety of ways in which torture took place resisted 

such order, necessitating the telltale category, ‘Other.’ Indeed, the gross violation 

of Abduction (or enforced disappearance) almost entirely escaped capture, 

reflecting the very nature of missingness, in its bare reduction to known and 

unknown: 

Table 2:  
Codes for Abduction/Disappearance 

ABDUCTION/ 
DISAPPEARANCE 

   

Disappearance - unknown UNKNOWN Whereabouts and fate of person not known.  

Disappearance - known KNOWN Outcome of disappearance known 

 

For Buur and others, the database was one of the central technologies of the TRC, 

that produces a largely a largely quantitative approach. Certainly, the database 

proved a crucial resource for identifying patterns, given the instability of 

individual cases and underpinned much of report writing, even if not in the way 

that Buur suggests, or that the AAAS intended. Instead of a largely quantitative 

effort, accompanied by detailed and authoritative analysis, researchers tended to 

treat the database as an extremely useful and valuable search engine, their very 

own kind of Google. Cherry et al note: 

We consider it incorrect to regard the ‘information management process,’ 

which included the taking of statements, coding and developing database 

summaries, as purely quantitative. It was actually a deeply interpretive 

process, in which decisions of categorisation and meaning were made and 

assigned to each statement…[which] formed part of a search for patterns. 

It was precisely this coding that alerted the Commission to a pattern of 

sexual torture in the Southern Cape, for example…41 

This is not to say that it was without limitations. One of biggest of these was that 

the semantic search options were limited. This especially affected names, which 

frequently could have more than one possible spelling, or had been misspelt, but 

could not be identified by a database programmed for exactitude. A further, 

                                                      
41 Cherry et al, 'Researching the "Truth,"’  p. 21. 
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significant drawback was a decision not to integrate or create links to other 

databases (or counter-archives).42 Instead these were only available in the 

Johannesburg office on a single desktop computer, effectively meaning that they 

were significantly underutilised. While data analysis makes allowance for a 10% 

rule of error, this may not have been sufficient to allow for the slippage between 

statement-taker and their handwritten statements and data-coding. For example, 

a shocking number of statements did not capture gender. Political context, too, 

was frequently very poorly entered on the database, often reflecting a testifier’s 

attempt to provide an adequate political motive or deduced by a statement taker, 

often being so general as to be meaningless; later the research director 

instructed researchers to check and correct.43 Then too, the data frames for 

investigation were not infrequently left blank, as not all investigators were fully 

computer literate. In short, in many ways the desired authority of a pristine 

database assumed an information technology landscape that simply did not 

exist.44 No wonder then that investigators and researchers used it to identify and 

locate, but relied on the files themselves.45 

Then too the amnesty process largely escaped the information management 

system. While data processors captured the details of amnesty applications, the 

Amnesty Committee preferred to track applications, hearings and decisions 

through Excel spreadsheets. This presented a significant research problem for 

the main commission and its capacity to make findings of accountability,46 

                                                      
42 This decision made by the national information manager was made because of the complexity 
of merging multiple databases with different designs, as well as anxiety about importing ‘dirty 
data’ especially where its provenance could not be established.  
43 A later data cleaning exercise attempted to correct much of this, but effectively largely dealt 
with spelling errors and duplicates. 
44 Statement takers and data coders were generally not working in their first language; personal 
computers, let alone sophisticated databases, were not part of the day to day working worlds of 
those recruited to the TRC. As an example, my own department at UWC had only just acquired 
desktop computers for its lecturing staff, who until then had shared the single desktop in the 
secretary’s office or had personal desktops at home.  
45 For a critique of the TRC’s use (or misuse) of the database, see Patrick Ball and Audrey 
Chapman, ‘Levels of Truth: Macro-truth and the TRC’ in Audrey Chapman and Hugo van der 
Merwe, eds., Truth and Reconciliation in South Africa: Did the TRC Deliver? (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press). 
46 This was not just an immediate problem. While Excel spreadsheets recorded amnesty hearings 
and decisions, it did not uniformly record incidents. As a result, researchers had to rely on 
transcripts and decisions to record detail –dates, incidents, violations, victims, and so forth. 
Statistics for the Report, Volume Six, were manually calculated.   
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compounded by the slow start and even slower process of decision-making on 

amnesty cases. For example, with regard to the security forces, while several 

important amnesty cases had been heard, only a handful of amnesty decisions 

had been made by the time the 1998 Report was completed. 

However, formal data coding was not the only form of categorisation and 

ordering. Here I cover a few examples from my own work as a researcher. The 

first two concern forms of ordering and categorising perpetrators and their 

violations, again significantly directed towards determining accountability; the 

last example concerns an attempt to account more properly for the intractable 

category of Abduction/Disappearance. 

 

Ordering perpetrators 

Given that few amnesty cases had been heard, and even fewer finalised,47 the 

TRC embarked on a different form of information retrieval as part of its more 

proactive move to enabling findings. ‘Operation Capture,’ 48 was directed at 

‘capturing’ data, intended to ensure that key matters were heard before the TRC 

finalised its report, and crucially, its findings. It did not have this effect but was 

critical in identifying important applications for researchers, and in creating a 

typology of violations, as well as the nature, means and modes of GHRVs for 

which amnesty was being sought. In this regard, it was very much an attempt to 

develop an overview of what was otherwise a list of names and incidents. The 

team of researchers and investigators who read through the amnesty 

applications deemed to be hearable matters were tasked to identify the nature of 

the applicant pool (institutional affiliation, seniority, numbers of violations 

applied for), as well as the nature of violations (forms of violation, targets, modus 

operandi) and forms of authorisation.  

                                                      
47 Almost a year later, 1 239 applicants – or approximately half of all hearable matters (i.e. those 
concerning a GVHR) were still to be heard, and of those which had been heard only 51 decisions 
had been written. See TRC, Report, Volume One, p. 276.  
48 See Introduction, p. 39 for this exercise to mirror the language of the security forces. 
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The logistics of this exercise produced another form of categorisation, 

demonstrating the way in which logistic or institutional imperatives stray and 

transmute into modes of epistemological ordering, acquiring analytic purchase. 

As outlined previously, emerging from the consultations with historians,49 the 

research department identified themes, which included several relating to 

histories of violations committed by the state and liberation movement as well as 

other general themes such as gender, youth, torture, and prisons. In allocating 

research responsibility, researchers were assigned to particular themes, which in 

many instances had sub-divisions: the state (inside and outside South Africa), the 

liberation movements (ANC, PAC, UDF), homeland security forces, and the right 

wing. This tended to create a further unfortunate categorisation, siphoning the 

political field according to political affiliation, and creating a silo effect in the way 

researchers worked. 

Operation Capture replicated these themes, but here the drift into a different 

order of categorisation is evident. While the right wing was left aside for later 

analysis,50 the team was divided into two: state and liberation movement, with 

the small number of applications from homeland security forces assigned to the 

state team. Later, the Report would follow this binary. Further, arising from this 

exercise, members of the IU’s Analysis Unit requested a perpetrator 

categorisation as they were ‘constrained by a lack of clear conceptual categories 

from which to provide statistical analysis of information of the database.’51 More 

widely, while researchers and a number of investigators and other TRC staff 

(largely activists and journalists who had been through various forms of political 

education and some of whom had themselves experienced GVHRs either as 

direct or indirect victims) had a reasonable grasp of South Africa’s political 

history, this was certainly not true of all staff, including investigators.52 Thus, 

                                                      
49 Introduction, p. 28. 
50 As I recall, the researcher assigned to the right wing had either resigned or was unavailable. 
51 TRC Research Department, ‘Perpetrator Grouping Note.’ At various moments, foreign 
investigators seconded by European governments were assigned to the IU’s Analysis Unit, and 
generated, in collaboration with Patrick Ball, numerous statistical analyses, but were hampered 
by their lack of knowledge of South Africa’s political and security landscape. 
52 For example, at various moments, foreign investigators seconded by European governments 
were assigned to the IU’s Analysis Unit, and generated, in collaboration with Patrick Ball, 
numerous statistical analyses, but were hampered by their lack of knowledge of South Africa’s 
political and security landscape. 
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even if by this stage we did not see our work as history writing, it was not easy to 

escape History: both broad and specific histories were constantly called on in 

investigations and research. Regional researchers in particular were frequently 

called on to help make sense of data and cases.53 

 I no longer have access to my day-to-day working notes from the TRC on this 

attempt to categorise perpetrators, but I do recall intense debate as we sought to 

fit a complex and messy political landscape into some kind of taxonomy. Where 

to place, for example, the IFP, which up to the late 1970s could be seen to fit 

uneasily between both state and liberation movement, and which at least one 

branch of the state intelligence services still regarded as potentially 

untrustworthy as late as 1989?54 What about the Port Elizabeth/Uitenhage 

structures of AZAPO/Ama-Afrika, which had been so successfully infiltrated by 

the mid-1980s that it was unclear as to whether they acted at their 

organisation’s or the state’s behest;55 or the Transkei security forces during 

General Bantu Holomisa’s administration, during which the apartheid state’s 

premier ‘independent’ homeland provided sanctuary for soldiers of Umkhonto 

we Sizwe (MK) and the Azanian People’s Liberation Army (APLA)?56 Such 

questions only serve to underscore the arbitrariness of categorisation, or what 

one could regard as Taussig’s reality turning back on the categorisation.57 

                                                      
 
53 Some of this was often fairly banal – e.g. knowing the exact dates of successive States of 
Emergency – but other requests required  local or institutional histories. See Cherry et al, 
‘Researching the Truth,’ p. 20. 
54 Situasie Rapport (Situation Report) 23/89, compiled by the National Interpretation Branch of 
the SSSC, regarding Chief Minister Buthelezi’s refusal to support Joint Management Councils. See 
also TTS, 22/3, SSSC, February 1988 in which the following comment is made: ‘Daar is uit 
bestaande inligting min bewyse dat Buthelezi as hoof van Inkatha ‘n bondgenoot is wat sonder 
enige voorbehoud aanvaar kan word’ (From existing information, there is little evidence that 
Buthelezi, as head of Inkatha, is an ally who can be accepted without reservation). At the same 
time the document notes Inkatha’s usefulness as a ‘teenvoeter’ (opponent) of the UDF, with 
strong links on the Witwatersrand, Nicky Rousseau and Madeleine Fullard, Research notes, n.d. 
55 TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp 301-305 and Volume Three, pp. 100-103; Janet Cherry, ‘Research 
proposal: state strategies to instigate conflict within African communities in the Eastern Cape in 
the 1980s,’ September 1996. 
56 This became evident from intelligence documents provided by to the TRC’s Witness Protection 
Programme. But also see Daniel Douek, ‘“They Became Afraid When They Saw Us”: MK 
Insurgency and Counterinsurgency in the Bantustan of Transkei, 1988–1994,’ Journal of Southern 
African Studies, 39,1 (2013). 
57 See epigraph, Preface, p. 1. 
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Table 3:  

Organogram State Security and Groups in Support of Status Quo 

 

Groups working 
inside state 

structures or in 
support of the 

status quo

State Security 
Forces and 

Political Groupings

Security Forces

Police

Riot police, 
Security Branch, 
Askaris, Special 

Constables, 
Railway Police 

Military
Special Forces, 
CCB, Military 
Intelligence

Intelligence

NIS, BOSS, Z-
squad

Other

Community 
Councilllors, 

Municipal & Mine 
Police

Vigilante and 
Paramilitary 
Groupings

Vigilantes

Witdoeke, 
AmaAfrika, SPU's, 

A-Team, 
Balaclavas, Hostel 
Dweller vigilantes

Right Wing 
Paramilitary

AWB, AVF, Wit 
Wolwe

Other Organisations Other

Freedom Front, 
ACDP, CP, DP, 
Minority Front, 

HNP

Homeland Security 
Forces and Political 

Groupings

Homeland Security 
Forces (excluding 

KwaZulu)

Homeland Police

Trasnkei Police, 
Venda Police, 

Gazankulu Police, 
etc

Homeland 
Military

TDF, Bop Military, 
CDF, etc

KwaZulu

KZ Police
KZP, KZ Special 

Constables

KZ Organisations Inkatha, UWUSA

KZ paramilitary & 
vigilantes

A-team, Black Cats, 
Asimvora, Caprivi 
trainees

Homeland Political 
Groupings and 

Other

Homeland Other ADM, BPPP

Homeland 
Vigilantes

Mbokodo, Headmen
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Table 4:  

Organogram Groups Working Outside the State or Attempting to Overthrow the State  

 

Groups

Working outside the 
state; or aimed at 

overthrowing the state

Liberation Movements

ANC & ANC aligned

ANC Military MK

ANC Security
DIS, 

Mbokodo,Quatro 
security

ANC Paramilitary Self Defence Units

ANC Other
Youth League, 

Women's League, 
SACP 

PAC & PAC aligned

PAC Military Poqo, APLA

PAC Other Internal Structures

Other Aligned

Liberation 
Movement Other

APDUSA, 
AZANLA, BCMSA, 

ARM

External Other
SWAPO, ZAPU, 
BNP, Tanzania 

Police

Mass Movements

UDF/MD

M/ Charterist

Organised 
Formations

SAYCO, Civics, 
AZASO, COSAS

Comrades
Amaqabane, street 

youth

Other
Street committees, 

hostel dwellers, 
people's courts.

BC/NF/PAM

Organised 
Formations

AZAPO, PASO, 
AZASCO, AZASM, 

NACTU

BC Comrades Zimzims
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In particular — as was to be reflected across the work of the TRC — the period of 

the 1990s, in which political violence did not easily follow neat lines of political 

affiliation, stymied this project of categorisation. Formal and informal right wing 

groups had been significant drivers of violence in the post-90 period, as was the 

PAC’s armed wing, APLA. Here again the TRC mandate’s definition of political 

was implicated in drawing a distinction between acts regarded as political 

(associated with a bona fide political organisation), as opposed to random 

individual or group acts. This distinction sought to ensure that membership of 

organisations, which racially defined the enemy — such as the Afrikaner 

Weerstandsbeweging (AWB, Afrikaner Resistance Movement) and the PAC — 

would be eligible for amnesty, but random racist attacks by individuals would 

not. If the thief was not eligible for amnesty, for lack of political motive, then 

neither was the random racist, implicitly casting racist acts committed by 

members of political parties as somewhat less reprehensible than those 

committed by individuals. This had the added effect of ‘displacing race’58 from 

amnesty testimony, unless sanctified by organisational policy. 

More troubling was the notion of a Third Force, which was understood to mean 

that the National Party, while negotiating peace at Codes, were also engaged in 

unleashing violence through covert means. Yet even though it was possible to 

establish that senior policemen, including the Commissioner of Police and head 

of the Security Branch, both actively and passively supported inter-civilian 

violence, most notably in KwaZulu, Natal and the East Rand, it was unclear as to 

whether they operated as part of an official state conspiracy, or as part of a right-

wing agenda (itself a structure so heavily infiltrated by NIS that it was hard to 

disentangle whose creature it was).  Indeed right wing elements waged a violent 

anti-election campaign right up to, and including, the very day of elections. 

Additionally, while the PAC’s armed struggle was almost entirely waged in the 

post-1990 period,59 evidence of extensive infiltration raised similar questions to 

                                                      
58 Fullard and Rousseau, ‘Truth, Evidence and History,’ pp. 212-213; Madeleine Fullard, 
‘Displacing Race: The Truth and Reconciliation Commission and Interpretations of Violence’ 
(Johannesburg: Centre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation, 2004), 
http://www.csvr.org.za/docs/racism/displacingrace.pdf, accessed 11 November 2017.  
59 The early 1960s is the only other period in which the PAC significantly featured in the TRC 
database as perpetrator and victim. This is associated with the actions of Poqo, identified as the 

http://www.csvr.org.za/docs/racism/displacingrace.pdf
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those associated with the right wing.60 It was also possible, as the TRC’s 1998 

Report seemed to conclude, that there were wider more informal networks 

cutting across the state in such a way as to constitute what the Steyn inquiry61 

into SADF involvement in covert violence had referred to as an ‘unofficial-official’ 

chain of command. This latter view of the Third Force, strongly evident in the 

TRC’s finding, was controversial within the TRC and was publicly criticised by 

President Mandela who believed the Third Force was indisputably a creation of 

the National Party and specifically deployed to force the ANC’s hand in 

negotiations.62 This finding was revisited in the later Report and modified.63 

Then too,  there was a blurring between criminal and political across all political 

movements to a greater or lesser degree, and most especially in the 1990s.   

There was wry disappointment that the database recorded no violations by 

liberal parliamentary opposition groups, reflecting a central aspect of Mahmood 

Mamdani’s critique, namely that the violations of beneficiaries of apartheid fell 

through the TRC grids of perpetration. Instead such beneficiaries were relegated 

to Volume Four and then only as institutional drivers who enabled a climate in 

which gross human rights abuse took place.64 

                                                      
armed wing of the PAC, which led to the execution of scores of men as a result of armed actions 
occurring in the Eastern and Western Cape. See Madeleine Fullard, ‘State Repression in the 
1960s’ in The Road to Democracy in South Africa, 1960-1970 (Cape Town: Zebra Press, 2004); 
Bianca van Laun, ‘The State, the Body and the Archive,’ Ph.D diss., University of the Western Cape, 
2018. There is some discrepancy about the number of Poqo members executed: Fullard suggests 
almost all of the101 political executions in the 1960s. However, her work with the Gallows 
Exhumation Project has revised the number of Poqo executions to 62 (personal communication). 
If this is the case, then almost certainly the figure of 101 political executions is incorrect, as only 
four MK members and one African Resistance Movement (ARM) were executed in this period. 
The PAC’s turn to armed struggle is based on the actions of Poqo. However, its existence as a 
formal organisation and subsidiary of the PAC has been contested. See Bianca van Laun, ‘In the 
Shadows of the Archive: Investigating the Paarl March of November 22, 1962,’ M.A. diss. ( UWC, 
2013).  
60 This was evident in documents handed to the TRC witness protector by a Military Intelligence 
operative, Jan Anton Nieuwoudt, focused on the Eastern Cape homeland areas, raising troubling 
questions about whether military intelligence had prior information about APLA attacks on 
civilian targets, just as they were alleged to have had prior information about the 24 July 1964 
station bomb in Pretoria. 
61 See Introduction, p. 25, fn 18.  
62 http://www.sahistory.org.za/article/opening-address-president-nelson-mandela-special-
debate-report-truth-and-reconciliation-comm, accessed on 17 December 2017.   
63 TRC, Report ,Volume Six, pp. 579-588. 
64 TRC, Report, Volume Four, deals with the various sector hearings, and wider institutional 
responsibility for GVHRs. See Introduction, p. 34 for discussion of these hearings. 

http://www.sahistory.org.za/article/opening-address-president-nelson-mandela-special-debate-report-truth-and-reconciliation-comm
http://www.sahistory.org.za/article/opening-address-president-nelson-mandela-special-debate-report-truth-and-reconciliation-comm
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Ultimately, the instrument that emerged was a clumsy and crude one, bifurcated 

along the lines of ‘Working from within the state, or in support of the status quo’ 

on the one side, and ‘Working outside or attempting to overthrow the state’ on 

the other. This time around the homelands, right wing parties and groups and 

conservative vigilante groups were assigned to a state/status quo group, 

following the argument that even if acting against the state, their intention was 

the maintenance of the status quo.   

If the intention of these categories was to enable both an allocation of research 

responsibility as well as determine accountability in terms of the mandate, then 

the above discussion reveals the significant flaw in conflating the two intentions. 

The flaw is both in the making of categories, as well as in the evidentiary 

requirements of the TRC and the frictions between the judge and the historian. In 

hindsight, it is easy to see that other and more productive ways of allocating 

research responsibility could have been devised at the outset, and it is possible 

to trace the drift of what were logistical decisions to what became an analytical 

framework with a harder binary of state/ liberation movement. This drift to an 

analytical framework undoubtedly simplified the political landscape and cast it 

in a more formal organisational mode.65 

Phil Bonner and Noor Nieftagodien  provide a critique of the TRC’s categorisation 

of political violence.66 Notwithstanding the historians’ judgement here, it is 

worth pointing out that the binary of state/liberation movement mirrored the 

repression/resistance binary deeply embedded in activism and radical 

scholarship, relegating themes such as gender and youth to mere add-ons.67  

Somewhat ironically, despite the criticisms of flattening and simplifying, it was 

precisely in the scholarship that more confident historical and political 

                                                      
65 This is recognised in the Report, although underplayed as marking specifically the later period 
of political conflict. See TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 4-5. 
66 Philip Bonner and Noor Nieftagodien, ‘The Truth and Reconciliation Commission and the 
Pursuit of Social Truth: The Case of Kathorus’ and  Hugo van der Merwe, ‘National Narratives vs 
Local Truths: The Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Engagement with Duduza’ both in 
Posel and Simpson, Commissioning the Past.  
67 Gender as a serious category of historical analysis was a late arrival, even in the scholarship of 
radical history.  See Linzi Manicom, ‘Ruling Relations: Rethinking State and Gender in South 
African History,’ Journal of African History, 33,3 (1992). 
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judgements of, for example, a Third Force were made.68 To some degree, 

investigators and commissioners sometimes tended towards similarly confident 

judgements and there was some criticism of researchers’ more cautious 

judgments. Although the question of the Third Force is not elaborated in the 

following chapters, Chapters Four to Six return to the intractability of the formal 

and informal, of different forms of authorisation, of blurred or uncertain 

boundaries during the 1980s that certainly enabled the violence of the 

negotiation period. 

 

Finding and ordering missing persons 

The last example of the making of categories is from my attempt to account more 

appropriately for the TRC’s oversight with regard to missing persons, and in 

particular the fact that low-level corroboration was inappropriate and 

inadequate to the circumstance of the missing. Families needed to know the fate 

of missing loved ones, not the finding, even though the very absence of 

information meant that many cases had been declared ‘unknown/ unable to 

make a finding.’ From the bleak categories of ‘Disappearance Known or 

Unknown,’ this exercise produced a different set of categories, which attempted 

to establish the context potentially associated with the disappearance: namely, 

abduction (enforced disappearance), disappeared in exile, disappeared during 

periods of unrest, out of mandate, and unable to determine or ‘just missing.’69  

Even here, only the first and last categories – enforced disappearance and out of 

mandate - seemed certain; the rest merely pointed to avenues of investigation in 

order to enable more precise categorisation. Indeed, the sense making in this 

categorisation was driven towards investigation. Thus missing in exile pointed 

enquiries to the exiled liberation movements and United Nations High 

                                                      
68 Anthony Minnaar, Ian Liebenberg, Charl Schutte, eds., The Hidden Hand: Covert Operations in 
South Africa (Pretoria: Human Sciences Research Council, 1994); Stephen Ellis, ‘The Historical 
Significance of the Third Force,’ Journal of Southern African Studies, 24,2 (1998); Rupert Taylor 
and Mark Shaw, 'The Dying Days of Apartheid,' in Aletta Norval and David Howarth, eds., South 
Africa in Transition: New Theoretical Perspectives (London: Macmillan, 1998). 
69 TRC, Report, Volume Six, pp. 519-530. 
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Commission for Refugees (UNHCR), while missing during periods of unrest 

pointed possibilities to displacement or the unidentified dead buried as paupers 

during such periods. ‘Unable to determine,’ that category resistant to mastery 

and the largest of unsolved missing cases, was filled with uncertainty regarding 

dates, circumstances and whether these met TRC definitions of ‘political,’ 

attesting to the nature of missingness, and its often intractable unknowability.  

This exercise also starkly makes visible which bodies count. There were two 

forms of privileging here.  Firstly, in the GVHR of ‘Abduction’ only enforced 

disappearances ‘counted.’ Some could potentially move into other GVHRs if it 

were established that their missingness fell within the TRC’s narrow political 

definitions: for example, if it were established that the person had been killed 

during political unrest and buried as an identified pauper, s/he would be 

reclassified as ‘Killing’; so too would a person killed by security forces on their 

way to exile, or if an exile had fallen under suspicion in exile and been executed.  

However, if the cause of missingness and death was declared a criminal 

homicide, or a malaria-bearing mosquito was the cause of death of an exile, these 

would be declared out of mandate. In cases where the violation was merely 

outside the TRC’s timeframe, even by a day, the arbitrariness of the category ‘out 

of mandate’ was exposed, while in other instances it exposed the arbitrariness of 

the definition ‘politically motivated.’  

Why this seeming proliferation of categories? If ‘order (and) categories…. emerge 

from relationships,’ rather than ‘pre-exist[ing] them,’70 then what are the 

relationships that we may want to specify? Rather than seeing such attempts as a 

habitual and depoliticising practice of the human rights world, this instance 

demonstrates how it follows the logic of a mandate and its required ‘political 

motive,’ which underpinned findings of accountability. These ‘epistemological 

experiments’71 drove not just the research agenda but the categories and 

concepts through which research would happen and the Report was written and 

critiqued. On the other hand, these categories are not reducible to the mandate 

                                                      
70 Gail Davies, ‘Narrating the Natural History Unit: Institutional Orderings and Spatial Strategies,’ 
Geoforum, 31,4 (2000), p. 8. 
71 Stoler, ‘‘Colonial Archives and the Arts of Governance,’ p. 87. 
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and the database or their logics (determining victims, patterns, perpetrators, 

circumstances, command and accountability), but perhaps, as hinted at earlier, 

practices to find a way through the vast and proliferating archives. In this regard, 

categorisation was not so much a means to make those so categorised ‘seen by 

the state,’72 but of providing a foothold from which to make sense of the 

labyrinthine archives researchers encountered.    

Ironically, even as these categories navigate the archives and how they are read, 

their shortcomings were evident all along the chain from statement taker to 

commissioner, as evidenced in everyday discussion. In some ways, it was 

precisely the intractability of violence and its capacity to offer up a seemingly 

inexhaustible multiplicity and excess, which ‘disabled [their] fictions’73 even as it 

proliferated categories as is evident in the categorisation of torture. The 

attempts to specify and assign are an index precisely of this; the impossibility 

and hubris of the attempt is evidenced by the always present ‘Other.’  

At the same time, categories and typologies could unexpectedly extend and 

complicate. While the TRC’s database categorised killings by their means 

(shooting, stabbing, burning, and so forth), Operation Capture created typologies 

of modus operandi. For example, applications for extra-judicial elimination 

generated targeted assassinations of civilian activists, road ambushes, 

entrapment operations, cross-border raids. Disposal of bodies was similarly 

varied: burnt, detonated, buried, thrown over a cliff, or into a river. 

The single flattened category of impimpi (informer, collaborator or sell-out) was 

the most common reason claimed for the necklacing or burning of some 900 

persons between 1985 and 1989.74 When the category unraveled, it gave way to 

a lexicon of collaboration:  askaris (turned guerrillas), RS agents, and sources 

who themselves were categorised and included ‘walk-ins,’ ‘occasional,’ ‘regular’ 

                                                      
72 James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have 
Failed (Princeton: Yale University Press, 1998). 
73 Stoler, ‘“In Cold Blood,”’ p. 37. 
74 ‘Necklacing’ describes a method used to kill so-called collaborators whereby a petrol-soaked 
tyre is placed around the victim’s neck and set alight. Almost half of the 900 were severely 
injured or killed by other methods –frequently stoning or stabbing – and their bodies then burnt.  
On necklacing, see Riedwaan Moosage, ‘The Impasse of Violence: Writing Necklacing into a 
History of Liberation Struggle in South Africa,’  M.A. diss. (University of the Western Cape, 2010).   
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and ‘unconscious.’ Alongside this the presumed venality of the impimpi was if not 

dislodged, then destabilised through accounts of dreadful torture, threats of 

death (sometimes including simulated executions), blackmail, threats to family 

(especially children and aged parents), or, in the case of unconscious sources, 

smoke and mirrors.75 Similarly the multiple modes of extra-judicial killing and 

disposal of the difficult dead body made visible the notion of the limits of state 

power, elaborated further here in Chapters Five and Six, and Conclusions and 

Future Itineraries. Here, and as the categorisation of torture demonstrates, the 

effect of taxonomies is not always to sanitise. 

 

Ordering time  

As suggested in the Introduction, the TRC’s archives were constituted around the 

TRC’s mandate period (1960-1994), and in the context of ‘TRC time’ (i.e. both its 

limited lifespan and pace of work) with its associated ‘archival opportunities.’  

But temporalities and spatialities of gross human rights abuse were also central 

to the question of accountability. Engaging temporalities returned us to the more 

familiar terrain of history – chronologies, change, periodisation.   

Again it was the database, most especially victim and perpetrator data, that 

provided the material for such temporal analysis, providing a basis for certain 

findings. Thus, for example, violence of security police directed at the bodies of 

its political enemies – torture, killing, injury to live and dead bodies – could be 

tracked across the whole of the mandate period, replicated across cities, towns 

and rural areas. In contrast, until its 1985 Kabwe conference, the ANC placed a 

prohibition on violence against civilians, even if not always adhered to, as with 

impimpis who constituted an undeclared and notable exception. Even when this 

prohibition was modified at the ANC’s Kabwe conference in June 1985,76 MK’s 

                                                      
75 Nicky Rousseau, ‘Index of Doubt,’ paper presented at Re-imagining Postcolonial Futures: 
Knowledge Transactions and Contests of Culture in the African Present, Centre for Humanities 
Research and the Ferguson Centre for African and Asian Studies of the Open University, UWC, 
Cape Town, July 2009. 
76 The ANC’s shift in policy was extensively canvassed in both political party submission hearings 
and the armed forces hearing.  See http://justice.gov.za/trc/special/party2/anc2.htm and 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/special/forces/mk.htm accessed 10 December 2017.  

http://justice.gov.za/trc/special/party2/anc2.htm
http://justice.gov.za/trc/special/forces/mk.htm
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landmine campaign, a campaign in which loss of civilian life was foreseen, was 

argued on the basis that white farmers in border zones had been militarised. 

Even so it was largely abandoned by late 1987 owing to the disproportionate 

number of black farmworkers, or farmers’ families who were injured and killed 

rather than security forces or white farmers.77 Similarly, while conditions in 

several ANC camps may have constituted severe ill-treatment, torture violations 

tended to occur between 1979-1989, agglomerating in particular between 1979 

and 1984/5, associated with an investigation (‘Operation Shishita’) into a spy 

network, and following the 1984 camp mutinies.78 The TRC thus found that while 

torture by security police was endemic and systematic across the whole mandate 

period, torture by ANC security operatives was not systemic.  

However, it was not only findings, which were enabled, but also the temporal 

order provided by the database that shaped the focus of investigations and 

research in some respects, directing researchers and investigators to forms of 

violation, patterns, and modalities. While HRV data produced two significant 

spikes in political violence - 1985-87/8 and again between 1990-1993, amnesty 

applications agglomerated around the former period. It was around 1985-87/8 

that investigative hearing and archival work dominantly settled, despite the fact 

that the latter period was far more serious, accounting for some 14 000 of the 

approximately 25 000 persons estimated to have been killed between 1960 and 

1994, mostly civilians.79 Certainly one of the reasons for the concentration on the 

                                                      
77 TRC, Report, Volume Two, p. 15; Volume Six, p. 283. See also Mac Maharaj, Armed Forces 
Hearing, http://justice.gov.za/trc/special/forces/mk.htm accessed 17 November 2017. 
78 These allegations were subsequently investigated and confirmed by two ANC appointed 
commissions (the Skweyiya and Motsuenyane commissions) in 1991 and 1993, for which the 
ANC took political responsibility at the time, and are dealt with in the ANC’s submissions to the 
TRC. See ANC submission, TRC, Report, Volume Two,  pp352-366. For a different version of 
Operation Shishita’s and the logics of paranoia, see Stephen R. Davis, The ANC's War Against 
Apartheid: Umkhonto we Sizwe and the Liberation of South Africa(Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 2018). 
79 It is impossible to provide an accurate number of those dying in political violence arising from 
the struggle to defend or end apartheid. The Human Rights Committee estimates ‘around 21 000 
(Max Coleman, ed., A Crime Against Humanity: Analysing the Repression of the Apartheid State, 
Cape Town: David Philip, 1998: p. 243). Some categories are undercounted (judicial executions, 
disappearances); others excluded (necklacing/ burning deaths, combatants dying inside South 
Africa, those killed in MK or APLA attacks). Madeleine Fullard thus suggested 25 000 as a 
possible maximum number (Fullard, TRC Research Notes). The figure for those killed in the 
1990s is similarly impossible to pin down with any certainty. Here the HRC gives a figure of 13 
993 between July 1990-April 1994  (A Crime Against Humanity, p. 163); Rupert Taylor and Mark 

http://justice.gov.za/trc/special/forces/mk.htm
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earlier period was the more coherent archive that was available: in particular 

confessions by security force applicants and the substantial SSC records, rich 

both quantitatively and qualitatively, recorded the shift in policy to counter-

revolutionary warfare in the 1985-6 period and the associated adoption of 

‘unconventional methods,’ including elimination. As a result, key investigations 

of the national and regional IU’s, as well as a lot of my research energy, 

increasingly concentrated on this earlier period, reinforcing the temporalities of 

amnesty hearings. By contrast, not only did few state security operatives apply 

for amnesty for violations associated with the 1990s,80 but former president De 

Klerk had disbanded the SSC in 1989, and no comparable archive on the 1990s 

was available. The 1990s period, which had occupied much of my time in the first 

months, was heavily centred on intelligence information, and as such largely 

uncorroborated, requiring massive investigative resources, which were just not 

available.81 While the IU sought to account for the 1990s through an innovative 

and extensive investigation on gun-running, my own inquiries into the 1990s 

largely ceased, while my research on the earlier period, which initially had 

focused on the genealogies of security structures, turned to a greater 

engagement with tracking the processes and modalities through which security 

policies had shifted to adopting a strategy of counter-revolutionary warfare by 

the mid-1980s, and the associated issues of political and institutional 

authorisation.    

Thus although HRV statements and hearings themselves did not strongly feature 

in security force research, their temporal dimensions in several respects 

reinforced and contributed to the expansion of the archive, but more importantly 

became the central grid through which the archive was read. One could say that 

in important ways the period of counter-revolutionary warfare became the ‘one 

                                                      
Shaw give a figure of 16 000 in KwaZulu, Natal and the East Rand between 1990 and 1994, 
Rupert Taylor and Mark Shaw, ‘The Dying Days of Apartheid,’ p. 13.  
80 The Report indicates that 27 applications for which amnesty was sought in the 1990s 
‘confirmed earlier suspicions about the state’s involvement in fomenting the violence and 
bloodshed that engulfed South Africa in the 1990s.’ TRC, Report, Volume Six, p. 191. 
81 See pp. 55 in the Introduction, regarding the difficulties of working with some of these sources, 
and the problem of conspirativity.  



Chapter One 

 

 92 

 

bald instance’ through which command and political responsibility could be 

demonstrated.  

At its most basic level, as Cherry et al point out, there was ‘[a] certain obsession 

from the top with chronologies [which] manifested itself in the laborious 

assembling of lists.’82 On the other hand, several researchers composed their 

own micro-chronologies, which occasionally generated more insights than the 

endless lists of commissions of enquiries or legislation required by our research 

director. For example, a treasured collection of abbreviated personnel records 

for many amnesty applicants, the SAP 96, produced its own chronologies, 

recording deployments of individual security policemen, stints of ‘border duty,’ 

their track of promotion or awards, which sometimes followed key operations; 

similarly, deployments made visible the movement and promotion of ‘border 

veterans’ in the post-1985 period to key regions or commands.     

Micro-chronologies in several cases demonstrated the ‘deadly tango’ between 

state and liberation movement, or what was sometimes referred to as ‘a spiral of 

violence.’ Thus, incidents arising from the ANC’s landmine campaign were often 

followed by brutal security force operations. Similarly, violence spiralled across 

the Eastern Cape following a conversation in which then Minister of Police, Louis 

le Grange, asked the Eastern Cape commander of the security police why he was 

unable to bring the situation of unrest under control, and staunch the growing 

popular mobilisation by the UDF. After the latter explained that legal means had 

failed, Le Grange allegedly told him to ‘make a plan.’83 That this preceded the 

formal discussion of policies on counter-revolutionary strategy in structures of 

the SSC, and demonstrated political authorisation, suggested that practice 

sometimes shaped or pushed policy along.84  Even the ANC’s ‘Green Book,’ 

                                                      
82 Cherry et al, 'Researching the "Truth,"’ p. 81. 
83  Louis le Grange betrek by bevel oor Pebco 3,’ (Louis le Grange involved in orders regarding 
Pebco 3)  Die Burger, 8 November 1997. Newspaper reports from May 1985 suggest that Minister 
Le Grange indeed visited Port Elizabeth to discuss the unrest situation there, in March 1985, and 
again in May 1985, shortly after the disappearance of three leading UDF activists. See ‘E. Cape 
unrest serious but not a crisis,’ EP Herald , 27 March 1985 and ‘Onluste in Oos Kaap neem af,’ 
(Unrest in the Eastern Cape declines) Oosterlig, 23 May 1985. 
84 Similarly, Operation Zero in which young activists were recruited and trained by an askari 
purporting to be an MK commander were given zero-timed hand grenades, and urged to attack 
targets on 26 June 1986, TRC Report Volume Two, pp. 264. This operation, for which the national 
head of the security police applied for amnesty, was allegedly also authorised by the minister of 
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recording the shift in strategic direction, which followed an important visit to 

Vietnam in October 1978, had its counterpart in the first total strategy document 

adopted by the SSC in  May 1980, which was referred to as ‘die Groen Boek’ (the 

Green Book).85 Similarly the notion that all directives emanated from P.W. Botha 

and were transmitted neatly through the structures of the NSMS as both scholars 

and activists suggest had its own counterpart: an organogram in some security 

police offices where every operation undertaken not only by MK, but by every 

local youth group, could be traced along a similar chain to the office of ANC 

President O.R. Tambo, and from there spreading outwards sometimes to the very 

heart of the Kremlin.86 

Biographies too sometimes generated, or were represented as, some kind of a 

spiral.  Thus, a young Andrew Zondo, aged 16, from KwaMashu, Durban, briefly 

detained in 1983, left for Mozambique after his release, apparently keen to 

continue his studies. This intention is said to have changed following a sequence 

of events: on 19 May 1983, MK detonated a car bomb outside the South African 

Air Force (SAAF) headquarters on Church Street in Pretoria, following which 

three days later the SAAF launched an air raid on a suburb in Maputo, killing 64, 

including a number of fatalities at a crèche. Zondo then volunteered for military 

training, believing that ‘violence [was]… the only option for changing the lives of 

black people in South Africa.’87 Following training Zondo was infiltrated back 

into Natal as part of MK urban machinery. On 22 December 1985, a security 

police raid on two houses in Lesotho led to the deaths of key MK operatives, and 

at least four civilians, three Basotho citizens and the South African mother of a 

one year old baby, who was left alive with the bodies of her dead parents. Three 

                                                      
police Louis le Grange (deceased by the time of the TRC) . While the first version of Strategy 44 
was presented to the SSC on 28 April 1986, it was only formally adopted in December 1986. 
85 Its actual name was ‘Boek 1/Beleid. Die RSA se Belange en die RSA-Regering se Doel, Doelstellings 
en Beleid’ (Book 1/ Policy: The RSA’s Interests and the RSA Government’s Aims, Objectives and 
Policy). These events are covered in TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 27-29.  
86 This I heard from Johan Mostert, a one-time Secretary of the Secretariat of the State Security 
Council. 
87 This may well be an after the fact reconstruction by either Zondo himself, in his statement in 
mitigation of sentence, or on the advice of his lawyers, or by subsequent representations. See for 
example, Fatima Meer, The Trial of Andrew Zondo: A Sociological Insight (Johannesburg: 
Skotaville Publishers,1987). Nonetheless it portrays something of the discursive locking of 
resistance-repression. See also Premesh Lalu and Brent Harris, ‘Journeys From the Horizons of 
History: Text, Trial and Tales in the Construction of Narratives of Pain,’ Current Writing, 8,2 
(1996). 
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days later, Zondo’s unit placed a bomb in a shopping mall in Amanzimtoti, killing 

five, including two children. Zondo and two others were charged; Zondo was 

found guilty and executed, his two co-accused, although acquitted, were later 

extra-judicially executed, and one of the security police involved in these 

murders was allegedly later killed by MK.  

While the amnesty process focused on incidents, which also tended to drive the 

TRC’s quest for accountability, such biographical accounts suggested other 

circuits of reading. In drawing attention to the ‘deadly tango,’ Zondo’s political 

biography suggests the necessity of reading liberation movement and state 

violence together. At the same time such spirals could also be detected within the 

security force (or liberation movements): Chapter Six, focused on the Northern 

Transvaal security police, demonstrates how men were drawn into covert 

operations and came to constitute a ‘hit-squad’ through familial, social, and work 

circles; similarly the transfer of particular security police from one location to 

another, in some cases even circulating stories or rumours, could result in 

particular tactics spiralling across South Africa. What these spirals suggest is the 

productivity of reading along the lines of mobility rather than static location.88  

My fellow researcher, Madeleine Fullard and I also turned to careful 

chronologies after identifying significant discrepancies in our audit of TRC 

exhumations. Our chronology of incidents in which guerrillas had been killed, 

whether in combat or ambushes, used newspaper reports, amnesty applications, 

state and liberation movement documentation and was an attempt to verify 

exact dates and places. It was this chronology that fortuitously enabled us to 

identify a typographical error in an ANC list of ‘fallen’ combatants, upon which a 

TRC investigator had relied: simultaneously we realised that if we shifted the 

place of an incident on a section of the list by just one line, it accorded with our 

chronology. Establishing date, place and casualties directed us to appropriate 

mortuary and cemetery records, which themselves were powerful chronologies 

of untoward death from violence or disease or poverty — the shocking number 

                                                      
88 This approach is elaborated in Chapter Four. 
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of unidentified paupers, who fell outside of our purview, and whose anonymity 

and often deaths arose from apartheid’s wider systemic abuse.  

A more formal exercise, familiar to historians, was an attempt to periodise. Of 

course, the TRC’s mandate period is itself a form of periodisation: marking off 

what is seen to be the period of peaceful protest from the era in which the limits 

of such protest were reached with the banning of key political movements and 

the subsequent turn to armed struggle.89 The attempt to develop a periodisation 

within the TRC mandate period again arose from a request from the IU Analysis 

Unit, members of whom were intrigued by a debate among researchers about the 

shifting relationship between security and state policies and forms and targets of 

violation.  

The document begins with several caveats: that ‘all periodisation is simply an 

analytic tool and because of this is always somewhat arbitrary,’ thus the 

periodisation being suggested was ‘by no means cast in stone.’ Rather it was ‘an 

attempt to develop a periodisation from the standpoint of understanding 

GHRVs…’ and that the question, ‘how does this make sense of our 

data/cases/research?’ should be posed, ‘rather than whether it agrees with… 

what we individually think are the most important turning points.’90 In part this 

last point was an attempt to break a stranglehold in which key moments of 

resistance during the TRC mandate period inhered as ‘turning points’ in popular 

and indeed some scholarly versions of the anti-apartheid struggle. 

The periodisation document is of interest in that it implicitly stages an encounter 

between the TRC and scholarship.  Indeed, the key ‘sense-making’ strategy I 

followed in order to develop the periodisation (as I am sure Janet Cherry did for 

                                                      
89 More recent histories have begun to unravel some of this teleology, and the simple cause-effect 
of banning-armed struggle, suggesting that the turn to violence had been a constant debate 
during the 1950s, and that it was a far more contested decision than the dominant narrative has 
suggested. See Paul S. Landau, 'The ANC, MK, and "The Turn to Violence" (1960-1962),' South 
African Historical Journal 64, 3 (September 2012): 538–63; Scott Couper, Albert Luthuli: Bound by 
Faith (Scottsville: University of KwaZulu-Natal Press, 2010); Stephen Ellis, 'The Genesis of the 
ANC’s Armed Struggle in South Africa 1948-1961,' Journal of Southern African Studies 37, 4 
(2011);  Bernard Magubane et al., 'The Turn to Armed Struggle,’ in South African Democracy 
Education Trust (SADET), The Road to Democracy in South Africa 1960-70, (Cape Town: Zebra 
Press, 2004): 53–145; Martin Legassick, Armed Struggle and Democracy: The Case of South Africa 
(Uppsala: Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, 2002).   
90TRC Research Department, ‘Notes on Periodisation.’  
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the periodisation of liberation movement’s policy), as well as to order the 

security policy archives, was to read them alongside the scholarship. It is not an 

exaggeration to say that the scholarship underpinned all research. Thus, 

although a case can be made, as Brent Harris has, that the TRC established, 

interpreted and judged its own archive, he would need to concede that this 

followed and extended the insights of much of the scholarship,91 with some 

notable exceptions.  

Some of these exceptions included particular periodisations. For example, Daniel 

and my understanding of the period preceding counter-revolutionary warfare 

differed from much of the local scholarship in its emphasis that the southern 

African region92 was not just a backdrop or experimental stage, but weighed 

more heavily than internal political struggle and was the very ground which 

drove the growing power of the military and security policy up until 1984. Thus 

while 1965/66 is commonly identified as a critical moment in which security 

formally moves to the centre of the state with the appointment of B.J. Vorster as 

Prime Minister, a less commented but critical development is the involvement of 

the police as counter-insurgency forces in Namibia in 1965-6 and Rhodesia in 

1967.  The military, excluded initially from these new regional theatres of war, 

turned to a deeply theoretical engagement in counter-insurgency warfare, 

drawing less on British models than the emerging counter-insurgency wars 

conducted by the United States in South East Asia and French forces on Algeria.93  

                                                      
91 It is worth noting here that one of the costs of the dominant social history school in South 
African historical scholarship was the paucity of studies on the state by historians, and even 
fewer on security policy. Much of the scholarship on security policy was written 
contemporaneously by those trained in political studies and sociology. 
92 The TRC had a mandate to focus on violations ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ South Africa. ‘Outside’ could 
include Europe (where several attacks were made on ANC offices or personnel), or Namibia 
(occupied by South Africa), or Tanzania (where liberation movement had offices and camps), but 
mostly focused on neighbouring countries, Lesotho, Swaziland, Botswana, Zimbabwe, 
Mozambique, Zambia and Angola. These countries provided refuge or more direct support for the 
liberation movements, and thus were targeted by the apartheid state in multiple ways: economic 
destabilisation; support for internal opposition movements, which acted as ‘proxies’ or 
‘surrogates’ and was the bedrock of the SADF’s pre-emptive defence strategy; and raids and 
attacks on ANC or PAC targets which frequently resulted in civilian casualties. TRC references to 
‘the region’ refer to these neighbouring states (including Namibia), and should also not be 
confused by the division of South Africa into different regions by the TRC, which was based on 
the old apartheid map. 
93 The Afrikanerisation of the senior echelons of the SADF under apartheid and South Africa’s 
withdrawal from the Commonwealth in 1961 was accompanied by a turn towards  other sources 
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The failure to take adequate notice of these regional and strategic developments 

in favour of political developments inside South Africa produced histories of 

repression in the making of the ‘police state’ in the 1960s,94 rather than the 

counter-insurgent state. The opening shots of ‘border wars’ may well have been 

fired by police, but they foreshadowed South Africa’s intention to fight its war 

outside of its own borders.  Indeed significant numbers of the men who tracked 

across the amnesty floor had also tracked across regional wars of counter-

insurgency and destabilisation, and many had risen to senior leadership 

positions within the security forces, most especially in the post-1985 period.95 

For sure scholarship commented on police counter-insurgency training and 

involvement,96 yet much of this scholarship even when focusing on Namibia had 

its eye on South Africa. The region is thus produced as the backdrop, or training 

ground for what is regarded to be the real ‘theatre of war,’ South Africa.97 

                                                      
of military thinking. Seegers notes that General C.A. ‘Pops’ Fraser had been especially influenced 
by the thinking of French counter-insurgency strategists such as André Beaufre, and ran a series 
of lectures on counter-insurgency at the SADF’s Staff College in 1968. Fraser also penned an 
influential  text, ‘Lessons learnt from Past Revolutionary Wars,’ around this time – see Seegers, 
The Military in the  Making p. 133-4, 221.’ An adapted version of this text was later formally 
adopted by the SSC on 18 July 1985.  Former Defence Minister, Magnus Malan, who had attended 
the Beaufre lectures  had also previously completed an officer’s course in the U.S. and was a 
strong proponent of J.J. McCuen. Anon., ‘Obituary: General Magnus Malan, 1930-2011,’ Military 
History Journal, 15, 3 (2011), http://samilitaryhistory.org/vol154mm.html, accessed 12 August 
2017. Brigadier de Waal, fluent in Portuguese, was another key strategist on counter-insurgency 
and indeed some of the early experiences of counter-insurgency was alongside Portuguese 
colonial forces in southern Angola. Other later influences included Taiwan and Israel.   
94 Heribert Adam, Modernizing Racial Domination: South Africa’s Political Dynamics (Oakland, 
California: University of California Press, 1971), pp. 53-67; Brian Bunting, The Rise of the South 
African Reich, Penguin African Library (Penguin Books, 1974); Mark Philips, 'The Nuts and Bolts 
of Military Power: The Structure of the SADF,' in Jacklyn Cock and Laurie Nathan, eds., War and 
Society: The Militarisation of South Africa (New Africa Books, 1989). 
95 These include Johan  van der Merwe (head of the security police and later commissioner of 
police), Jan Hattingh Cronje (commander of Vlakplaas and later the Northern Transvaal security 
police), Eugene de Kock (commander of Vlakplaas). General ‘Jack’ Buchner, founder of Vlakplaas,  
and later commander of the KwaZulu Police during the Inkatha-ANC conflict spent seven years as 
an intelligence office for the police in Rhodesia and later played a key role in target identification 
for the SADF cross-border raids on Matola and Maseru, TRC, Report, Volume Two, p.145. 
96 Philip Frankel, Pretoria’s Praetorians (Cambridge University Press, 1984); Gavin Cawthra, The 
Apartheid War Machine (London: International Defence and Aid Fund, 1986). Cawthra devotes 
considerable time to the war in Namibia, yet arguably, like much of the literature, Namibia 
remains a side-show. 
97 There are some exceptions. Seegers (The Military in the Making),  along with other scholars, 
tends to see the war in Namibia and former Rhodesia as a precursor and training ground for 
security developments in South Africa. However, her emphasis on how regional developments 
shape security policy in South Africa results in a periodisation anchored in regional, rather than 
national developments. This crucially influenced my re-thinking of the region’s place in the 

http://samilitaryhistory.org/vol154mm.html
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Similarly, the collapse of a crucial part of South Africa’s cordon sanitaire, with the 

independence of Mozambique and Angola in 1974/5,98 has long been noted as an 

important factor in South Africa’s regional relations.  However, internal factors 

— a 1973 strike wave and the 1976 student uprising — tend to be granted more 

weight in political and scholarly writings.  The periodisation document returns 

the weight to the region as the key driver of security policy up until 1984.   

However, with respect to the critical policy of Total Strategy, Daniel and I largely 

followed the scholarship, although access to security documentation enabled a 

pre-history, pushing back Total Strategy’s emergence to the first half of the 

1970s, as well as a significant precursor of regional destabilisation in the early 

1970s. 99 Similarly, both the document and TRC analysis of the mid-1980s shift to 

counter-revolutionary warfare closely followed the scholarship. Later, after 

finding a document in Niël Barnard’s collection,100 ‘Kan ‘n skikking met die ANC 

vermy word?’ (Can negotiations with the ANC be avoided?), I had cause to 

reconsider what has been regarded as the period of counter-revolutionary 

warfare (1985-89) and that of negotiations (1990-4). This document, which 

recorded a meeting of all intelligence heads, concluded that negotiations were 

inevitable, and in preparation for this every effort should be made to weaken the 

ANC, and remove it from the SACP’s influence. If indeed the inevitability of 

negotiations was realised at this early stage, this would suggest the violence 

wreaked thereafter was not to prevent negotiations, but to ensure control of the 

process and that they happened on more favourable terms.101  The literature was 

much weaker on the detail of policies and security force structures, 

understandably so given the levels of secrecy of the late apartheid state. This 

                                                      
struggle against apartheid. This line of thinking is further developed in the concluding chapter to 
this portfolio. 
98 This followed the 1974 coup that returned Portugal to democracy, and led to the 
decolonisation of its African colonies. 
99 Owing to the conditions of secrecy, the early scholarship on Total Strategy begins with its 
public emergence in  the Defence White paper presented to Parliament in 1977.  Seegers 
(Military in the Making of Modern South Africa) writing in the 1990s with far greater access to 
military records was able to track some of its pre-history. TRC research was able to confirm 
much of Seegers, tracing a clearer strategic strand of thought from the late 1960s, through the 
1969 Potgieter Commission and 1984 Van Dalsen Committee. This strand also confirmed the 
modernising impulse identified by Seegers. This scholarship on Total Strategy is discussed 
further in Chapter Four and in Conclusions and Future Itineraries. 
100 See Introduction, pp. 56-57. 
101 TRC, Report, Volume Two, p. 37.  
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explains to some degree the TRC and my initial obsession with mapping 

structures and the evolution of policy, and the way in which the rich seam of SSC 

and associated documentation also drove the research agenda and our 

interpretation thereof.102 

Nonetheless, while our research provided greater substance and detail to the 

security panopticon suggested by the scholarship, this only served to open a 

breach between the supposed neat and absolute lines of information flow and 

authorisation, and the rather patchier record of its practice. Some of us 

questioned the ways in which both the state and the liberation movements 

imagined the other as highly centralised, where ‘a simple set of orders flowed 

fluidly from the highest political structure to the lowliest foot soldier.’103 Yet 

neither the TRC periodisation document nor the Report fully realises the 

implications of this, and the breach between a policy of counter-revolutionary 

warfare and its actual record. This record, although brutal, was far less 

successful than intended with the notable exception of KwaZulu and Natal.  

There state sponsored policies had enabled a devastating conflict, beginning in 

the second half of the 1980s, and by the early 1990s on the brink of spilling into a 

raging civil war, the dying flames of which continued well into the post-

democracy period.  

It was largely this breach that subsequently led to me asking whether counter-

revolutionary warfare demonstrated the limits and constraints of the late 

security state rather than its power. Later, as the concluding chapter suggests, it 

led me also to argue that the war had, with a few exceptions as suggested above, 

not ‘come home’ in the way it has been suggested, and that the region had not 

                                                      
102 Before I joined the TRC, the research department had met with the Military Research Group 
and the Urban Monitoring Group, both of which provided extensive detail on structures of 
military intelligence. One of my early tasks had been to respond to the Swedish government 
formal request for a document explaining structures and lines of formal accountability in the 
apartheid government’s political process (see Introduction, p. 32). Early briefings by a former 
Secretary of the SSSC, Johan Mostert, also largely focused on questions of structure and lines of 
authority; he provided the TRC with a document on the history of the National Management 
System compiled by him, as well as a history of intelligence structures by W.G. Steenkamp. 
103 Fullard & Rousseau, ‘Who Gave the Orders?’ 



Chapter One 

 

 100 

 

been a mere training ground, but always the ground upon which the war was 

fought.104  

Before leaving this discussion on temporality, it is perhaps worth noting that the 

TRC itself was not unmarked by time. Its mandate period was altered and its 

initial lifespan extended three times. TRC time was not ‘empty homogenous 

time’105; its compression and speed was neither linear nor merely descriptive, 

but circuited its grids of intelligibility too. If the TRC had begun in the moment of 

a widespread and open optimism, the Report itself was finalised as the 

transitional moment itself seemed to be closing. South Africa’s troops, this time 

under the flag of the post-apartheid state, had once again invaded the sovereign 

country of Lesotho; and the ANC’s response to the TRC’s draft findings was an 

attempt to block the publication of its Report. This latter fallout occurred 

precisely because of, and around issues of time. A hastily and clumsily edited set 

of findings on the ANC was sent to the party with a deadline by which to respond. 

When this deadline had passed, the ANC demanded an extension and/or a 

meeting with the TRC, which was refused, in part owing to printing deadlines, 

but also substantively because to do so would either be regarded as ‘special 

treatment’ or would open the way for other parties to similarly delay the 

finalisation of the findings and Report. The commissioners themselves were 

bitterly divided, with the outcome decided by the Chairperson’s casting vote, 

leading to the ANC’s unsuccessful High Court application days before the of 

official handover to President Mandela.106 Archbishop Tutu’s issued an angry and 

widely reported response on the morning of the handover that he ‘had struggled 

                                                      
104 See Conclusions and Future Itineraries, pp. 317-324. 
105 Walter Benjamin, 'Theses on the Philosophy of History,' in Illuminations: Essays and 
Reflections (New York: Schocken Books, 2007), pp. 261. See also Berber Bevernage on truth 
commissions and time, and Johannes Fabian on allochronism: Berber Bervenage, History, Memory 
and State Sponsored Violence: Time and Justice, New York: Routledge, 2012; Johannes Fabian, 
Time and Its Other: How Anthropology Makes its Object (West Sussex: Columbia University Press, 
2014 edition).    
106 While the TRC goes little further than the evidence the ANC itself supplied in its submissions 
to the TRC, and admissions made at political party hearings, it would seem that it was largely the 
TRC’s findings on the armed struggle that offended the most. The ANC appeared to have 
anticipated that in its findings the TRC would regard such ‘mistakes’ in the context of a ‘just war’ 
and the general restraint with which the ANC waged the armed struggle, and would thus 
exonerate the organisation. Although the TRC did find that the ANC showed remarkable restraint 
and that the state was the primary perpetrator of human rights abuse, it found the ANC (and 
other liberation movements) guilty of specified GVHRs. 
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against tyranny [not] to substitute another… if there is tyranny and an abuse of 

power, then let them know that I will oppose it with every fibre of my being.’107  

 

Ordering spatialities 

The TRC occupied the spatialities of pre-democracy South Africa: the map of the 

old colonial and apartheid order demarcated space for the TRC, and researchers 

and investigators inhabited the spatialities of its provinces, bantustans and 

borders. Lars Buur has pointed to how the act of categorising and ordering 

statements makes victims from widely differing times contemporaries of one 

another.108 One could say that such processes also made victims from widely 

differing areas, organisations or units, neighbours of each other, producing 

alternative geographies.  

Thus via the database it was possible to map a geography of torture that spread 

out from the iconic security police offices (John Vorster Square, Caledon Square, 

Sanlam, Compol and Grays), which constituted geographical markers for many 

an activist, across the country to many small towns and rural areas — Bizana, 

Flagstaff and Lusikisiki in eastern Pondoland, where a large number of the 200 

victim statements associated with the Pondoland revolt provided details of 

torture, assault and severe ill-treatment during incarceration;109 or, again in the 

1960s where Donald ‘Card-Index’ Card achieved notoriety as a torturer in East 

London and surrounding rural towns;110 or  the Mossel Bay security police 

offices where one security policeman routinely engaged in forms of sexual 

torture, slamming desk draws on women’s breasts, or men’s penises;111 or 

Krugersdorp where Vusumzi Johnson Nyathi, a suspect in the Bethal trial of PAC 

                                                      
107 Boraine, A Country Unmasked,’ pp. 316-317. 
108 Buur, ‘Monumental Historical Memory,’ Commissioning the Past, p. 81. 
109 TRC, Report, Volume Three, p. 51.  
110 Andrew and Leslie Bank, ‘Untangling the Lion's Tale: Violent Masculinity and the Ethics of 
Biography in the “Curious” Case of the Apartheid-Era Policeman Donald Card,’ Journal of Southern 
African Studies, 39,1 (2013). This paper, based on a collection of TRC testimonies from a History 
Department Honours course, together with an earlier set of interviews by Leslie Bank, caused 
something of a furor for JSAS, with both an editorial and a response from Card himself. 
111 TRC, Report, Volume Three, pp. 445-446. 
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members, survived being thrown out of a window, and although charged and 

convicted with attempting to escape, was luckier than four of his fellow cadres 

who died during their detention.112   

From the late 1970s, these terrains of terror extended, producing new 

spatialities and geographies of detention, disappearances and disposal of dead 

bodies. Although relatively rare before 1985,113 these intensified after 1985, with 

the move to counter-revolutionary warfare. Spaces of terror morphed from 

formal cell to temporary holding spaces: to wit, the trommel used to transfer 

Justice Mbizana to the farm Rust de Winter,114 or for Nokuthula Simelane, the 

boot of a car which transported her first to the servants’ quarters at a Norwood 

police flat in Johannesburg before her transfer to the farm near Thabazimbi.115  

As elaborated in Chapters Five and Six, in some cases holding spaces constituted 

the killing and disposal ground as well; at other times bodies were disposed of in 

more prosaic places. More cruelly, an entrapment operation could turn a kombi 

in which ten youths from Mamelodi were traveling on their way to Botswana 

into an explosive device, detonated by means of a landmine after the youths had 

been drugged and the vehicle crashed into a tree.116 

Amnesty applications and the IU’s collection of SAP96’s117 produced biographical 

geographies of perpetrators.  South African operatives and officers moved from 

war zones in Namibia and Rhodesia to cities and towns in South Africa; 

conversely local security police and operations moved along the ‘pipelines’ of 

exfiltration and infiltration of refugees, combatants and couriers (who 

themselves followed longstanding routes of migrants or smugglers) into the 

frontline states. 

                                                      
112 TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 206-207. 
113 Although the TRC recorded 22 reported cases of probable enforced disappearances before 
1985, these were somewhat  underplayed in its Report which notes the ‘the overwhelming 
majority’ of disappeared persons occurred between 1985 and 1984, and subsequently pays no 
attention to these earlier cases. TRC, Report, Volume Six p. 519. The MPTT has established  a 
number of additional cases in the Transvaal in the late 1970s.  
114 TRC, Report, Volume Six , pp. 238-239. For references here to Mbizana, see Chapter Six, pp. 
251, 254-255, 263. 
115 TRC Report, Volume Two, pp. 236-6. See also Chapter Four, which focuses on the unit 
responsible for her abduction. 
116 TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 264-265. 
117 IU Collection, National Archives. 
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There were also internal routes of transfers through which it was possible to 

track promotions and follow the widening path of violations and locally or 

individually crafted modus operandi. For example, Nick van Rensburg, who in 

Dirk Coetzee’s unpublished biography played a crucial role in inducting him into 

the cultures of covert violence, took those cultures with him when he was 

transferred to the Eastern Cape as indicated by his subsequent role in the 

abduction and killing of UDF activists there.118 In many respects, I began to think 

of these movements as more important than the formal structures of the NSMS, 

which operated clumsily in a covert world, although it sometimes brought 

together like with like, creating zones of the ‘unofficial-official’,119 alongside 

overt operations. While the SADF submission to the main body of the TRC does 

not speak to these covert movements, except in the most sanitised ways, it is 

saturated with the notion of spatiality inscribed as ‘theatres of war’ and 

‘influence,’ and the movement of these ever southwards120 so that by the mid-

1980s the ‘frontline,’ the ’border’ and the ‘theatre of war’ had moved to the 

townships of the East Rand, Mamelodi, or Kwazakhele. But here, with some 

exception, and as suggested in Chapter Four, and elaborated in the concluding 

chapter, this movement reached its limit, and the transfer of war to local terrains 

proved far harder than imagined.  One such devastating exception was the 

success of the strategy of contra-mobilisation in South Africa’s most populous 

region, that of KwaZulu-Natal between the UDF and Inkatha.121 Attempts to seed 

this strategy more widely ignited localities briefly — the ‘witdoek’ attacks on 

‘comrades’ in KTC, Cape Town or the Black Cats in Ermelo, AZAPO versus the 

UDF in Paarl and Uitenhage, and Mbokodo in KwaNdebele and Kabasa in 

                                                      
118 Coetzee, ‘Hit-squads,’ p.19 (3.8.5).  More generally the manuscript is littered with numerous 
references to Van Rensberg. 
119 This term, referred to in several chapters, was used to describe operations, the authorisation 
of which could not be established, yet included the participation or knowledge of such senior 
personnel that it should be regarded as constituting official authorisation. I first heard it used by 
General Pierre Steyn and subsequently, other senior security or intelligence personnel repeated 
this term in various briefings and conversations with the TRC. 
120 SANDF Nodal Point, ‘South African Defence Force Involvement in the Internal Situation in the 
Republic of South Africa,’ Submission presented to the TRC on 21 October 1996, 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/hrvtrans/submit/sadf.htm  accessed on 17 December 2017. 
121 Inkatha, an ethnically mobilised movement, was primarily based in the Bantustan of KwaZulu, 
as well as among Zulu-speaking migrants in Natal and the Witwatersrand. Its early links to the 
ANC later foundered owing to Inkatha’s decision to work within the Bantustan system. See 
Gerhard Maré, ‘Versions of Resistance History in South Africa: The ANC Strand in Inkatha in the 
1970s and 1980s,’ Review of African Political Economy, 27, 83 (2000). 

http://justice.gov.za/trc/hrvtrans/submit/sadf.htm
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KwaNdebele — but it was only sustained in KwaZulu and Natal’s internecine 

war. Further the shocks of this war between Inkatha and the liberation 

movements flared as well in Johannnesburg, most especially the East Rand.122  

As with temporalities, these spatial dimensions were central to determining 

accountability. That torture of political detainees, for example, increased steeply 

from the early 1960s, and extended across the whole of the mandate period, 

provided one kind of support for the finding that torture was systematic and 

systemic. That it also occurred routinely from region to region, across cities and 

small towns and rural dorpies — indeed often more brutally so — bolstered this 

finding, reinforcing the notion that torture was not only condoned, but indeed 

encouraged, a zone of ‘unofficial-official’ unlawfulness coexisting within 

apartheid’s wider obsession with legal niceties.123  

One of the ANC’s liberation mythologies was that torture of political suspects 

began in the early 1960s following training in torture techniques by French 

security forces during their war in Algeria.124 While this perfectly balanced MK’s 

chief commander, Nelson Mandela’s own brief stint of training with Algerian 

anti-colonial forces,125 it occluded other histories. One such history is that MK 

detainees were not the first political prisoners to experience torture: reports of 

torturing political suspects have been recorded in the late 1950s during the anti-

betterment scheme protests in Sekhukhuneland, in the 1960 Pondoland Revolt 

and against Poqo insurrectionists in the Transkei, Western Cape and Transvaal 

in the early 1960s.126 It also occludes the movement of brutal forms of 

interrogation and torture from their more routine space of ‘criminal’ 

investigations to that of the ‘political,’ along with the transfer of key detectives to 

a newly formed team of specialist interrogators from the Murder and Robbery 

                                                      
122 TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 297-312, pp. 652-659; Volume Three, pp. 671-721. 
123 More recently Allen Feldman has written on the ‘macro-illegalities’ of the war in Afghanistan, 
which exist alongside what he calls ‘micro-illegalities’ as their counter (or cover). Allen Feldman, 
Archives of the Insensible: On War, Photopolitics and Dead Memory (University of Chicago Press, 
2015), p. 80.  
124 TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp.195-196. It turned out that this training was not to teach 
security police how to torture, but how that could be done without leaving physical evidence – for 
example, forced posture techniques or ‘waterboarding.’ 
125 Nelson Mandela, Long Walk to Freedom, p. 284. 
126 TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 195-197. 
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squad to a specialised ‘Sabotage Squad’ in the security police.127 Glossing over 

this longer history of brutal violence accompanying forms of policing is part of 

demarcating the criminal and the political. While this may be regarded as 

separating the thief and the murderer from the saboteur or ‘freedom fighter,’ it is 

worth noting that such a distinction also casts those arrested for pass offences, 

or arrested for participating in a strike for higher wages, outside the boundary of 

the political and the ‘political prisoner.’128 

 

Producing/ authorising, depoliticising 

In concluding, I return to the scholarship on the TRC, and the work of producing 

and authorising the ‘truth’ of political violence.  Much of this scholarship centres 

on the mandate’s categorisation (and privileging) of certain forms of violence, 

occluding apartheid’s greater daily violence, an issue that is taken up in several 

of the chapters, just as it haunts the TRC’s Report.  Buur draws attention to the 

important operation through which violence is not only disaggregated and 

ordered, but through which it is rescribed as human rights abuse.129 There are 

several overlapping procedures involved in this rescription: the move to 

disaggregate and categorise draws a line between forms of structural-everyday 

violence and spectacular violence; it disassembles and reorders the ‘event of 

violence’ into a typology of different acts; and it removes the encounter and 

understanding of violence from the disciplinary lenses of the humanities and 

social sciences and places it within the norms and laws of human rights. 

Associated with this is a tendency to draw a distinction between establishing the 

acts of violence, and their interpretation, as cited earlier in this chapter through 

                                                      
127 Ironically, this attempt to index these prior histories in the Report in order to challenge the 
ANC-centrism of Slovo’s remark provided the perfect foil for Colin Bundy’s critique of the TRC’s 
‘poor’ historical skills, namely that the TRC did not appear to understand the import of this, or 
provide an account of these longer histories. Bundy, ‘Beast of the Past,’ p. 18. 
128 See Chapter Two for further discussion on the demarcation between criminal and political 
violence.  
129 Buur, ‘Monumental Historical Memory.’ 
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the person of Chilean TRC chairperson, José Zalaquett.130 This view not only 

proscribes truth commissions from engaging in political and historical 

interpretations, but also certain forms of enquiry, most especially longer and 

wider histories and legacies — what Zalaquett refers to as the ‘remote context.’ 

In so doing he argues for a narrowly defined forensic investigation, and at most 

the ‘immediate,’ rather than the ‘remote context’131 as well as making an 

argument for adopting a ‘very flat language’ when describing acts of violence.  

The overall effect of this operation (namely the rescription of violence into the 

language of human rights, as well as the separation of fact and interpretation) is 

seen to be one that intentionally aims to depoliticise. Undoubtedly there is some 

truth here, especially where, as in South Africa, political sides transferred their 

war to the discursive terrain of the TRC. It is also not difficult to provide a 

counter to Zalaquett’s associated view that the ‘facts speak loudly by 

themselves,’132 or to point to the work that drawing a distinction ‘between fact 

and interpretation’ does. Arguably this distinction goes beyond separating 

happening and meaning, to reveal a will to authority, positioning the truth 

commission as an impartial adjudicator, outside or ‘above’ politics.  More 

particularly, we may want to take issue with a further comment by Zalaquett that 

a ‘truth commission] is not the place for an historical analysis of class struggles…’ 

(My emphasis). We could regard this as the slip that reveals his hand, suggesting 

to whom this comment may be addressed, locating Zalaquett and his associates 

in the liberal or neo-liberal camp — a location in which many critical scholars 

have placed truth commissions and transitional justice more broadly.   

Certainly, I recognise the moves the TRC makes to authorise its ‘truths’ and to 

constitute a ground upon which deniability would founder. Nonetheless, just as 

the critics argue that truth commissions limited the scope of what could be said, 

in doing so, they tend, as the Introduction argued, to repeat the gesture of 

similarly constituting a position ‘above’ the representations they dissected, and 

                                                      
130 This view that was echoed by other participants at the Harvard Law School discussion on 
truth commissions. See Fateh Azzam and Henry Steiner in Cherry et al, ‘Researching the “Truth,”’ 
p. 24-5. 
131 Zalaquett  cited in Cherry et al, ‘Researching the “Truth,”’ p. 17. 
132 Cited in Cherry et al, ‘Researching the “Truth,”’ p. 22. 
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their judgments similarly rest on certain histories or assumptions thereof. 133  

Nonetheless there is a quandary here, which interests me. Belinda Bozzoli has 

written of the seeming bewilderment of many of the women, mainly mothers, 

who testified to the special hearing on a period of extreme violence in Alexandra, 

Johannesburg, known as the ‘Six Day War’ (16-21 February 1985), suggesting 

that they ‘appeared mystified by what had happened to them; indeed… seemed 

lost in a sea of tragedy.’134 Bozzoli’s response to this hearing, similar to the ‘left’ 

critique, is to return the TRC’s intentions to those of a nationalist nation-building 

project, substituting the testifiers’ bewilderment with a history of Alexandra’s 

place in a national struggle for freedom, led by the ANC.135  

But there is something about this struggling with ‘what happened’ that troubles 

me.  Notwithstanding the positionality of Zalaquett’s comments, I have some 

sympathy for his notion of accounting for and establishing a record. Indeed, 

however deep my scepticism of the status of ‘the fact,’ it is precisely the limiting 

of the record that seems important. Ironically, and setting aside Why, the What- 

Where-When-Who/m (also sometimes rather troublesome) and How seem 

something worth establishing. Indeed, nowhere is this more evident than in the 

cases concerning missing persons, where the unknown proliferates possibilities, 

and there is no boundary to the possible horror and suffering that the missing 

may have endured.136 Ignatieff may see this as ‘reducing the number of lies,’ but 

it is less this, and more a commitment to an impossible task of making each body 

                                                      
133  This returned me to an earlier dissatisfaction in the academy with histories of representation, 
which although powerful in stripping down the microphysics of history writing to its narrative 
and discursive compositions, nonetheless seemingly relied on pre-existing histories to so expose, 
as well as themselves often resorting to fairly normative histories of context in which to consider 
the representational force of their arguments.   
134 Bozzoli, 'Ritual and Transition,’ p. 187.  
135 Certainly this is a good hearing in which to read the TRC in this manner.135 Beyond the 
customary comments of sacrificing for ‘freedom,’ the TRC extended an invitation to a former 
UDF/ANC leader to provide a context for the events covered in the hearing. 
136 When the ANC set up its office after its unbanning, it made some effort to inform families of 
the fate of those who had died in exile, in many instances visiting families in person. But whether 
from  shock, or poor information, or in denial, these efforts often seemed to proliferate multiple 
versions of the death, as well as suspicion, even paranoia. Locating, identifying and returning 
remains does not necessarily do away with this, but does appear to provide some settling. See 
Chapter Seven here for a related discussion on the aftermaths of exhumation and reburial. 
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count, in this limited landscape of violence, as a political and ethical 

responsibility.  

Then too, there is something in the scrupulous attention to detail that seems to 

offer a different order of enquiry: to look at the event, and its detail, rather than 

rushing to provide a cause or interpretation, and perhaps most importantly to 

refuse large-scale narrative framing and the procedures of folding into a history.  

Here, my more recent encounter with a rethinking of the forensic has 

underscored this approach, enabling me to feel less uncomfortable with my 

faithfulness to the record, even as I recognise its fragility and permanent 

incompletion. These are issues that I return to in the concluding chapter.
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If the mandate and public victim hearings, which took place in the first two years 

of the TRC, have overwhelmed much of the early analysis of the TRC, one of the 

effects of this overwhelming has been to produce the TRC as something of a 

monolith, navigating a predetermined path directed towards reconciliation and 

nation-building. The following two chapters are situated in my most immediate 

post-TRC writing, much of which was collaboratively authored with Madeleine 

Fullard. This work sought to instate a different reading of the TRC (and truth 

commissions more broadly): rather than the monolith, and the unproblematised 

claim that the TRC's central and intended aim was to legitimise a new 

nationalism, we insisted on understanding truth commissions as sites of political 

contestation. While clearly some of this early work of writing back to the critics 

arose from what I described as a kind of dysphoric response to their 

representations of the TRC, it also embodied a commitment to keeping a critical 

space open for the work of truth commissions. If truth commissions were 

contested spaces, they opened the possibilities for a ‘profound and disturbing 

engagement with [a country’s] past and future.’1 Such an engagement included 

claims to human rights outside of a liberal discourse. In this context, our targets 

were not just the TRC’s critics, but also the emerging field of transitional justice, 

and what we regarded as a largely uncritical touting of the truth commission as 

model and instrument. 

                                                      
1  This chapter, p.134. 



Chapter Two 

 

 111 

 

While Chapter Three (co-authored with Fullard), directs itself specifically to the 

issue and reading of reconciliation, this chapter attempts to dislodge the reading 

of the TRC as logically and inherently commensurate with the compromises of 

negotiations, and as an instrument (often the primary instrument) of the post-

apartheid state’s engagement with apartheid, and its associated project of 

building a new nation.  Against this, this chapter argues for transition as 

undecided and fraught, reflecting a continuation but transfer of earlier struggles 

between enemies, as well as within political movements and parties.  Although 

insufficiently developed here, this is an attempt to think the transition as not the 

moment after, or in between the old and new; indeed it is not so much a 

temporal dimension as a kind of energy that is released, opening an undecided 

political space, which may enable the possibilities of what Engin Isin called ‘acts 

of citizenship.’2 Rather than attempting to resolve the problem of the 

temporalities of transition, much debated in transitional justice, 3 this suggests 

transition as both temporal and spatial – an energised political time and space, of 

possibility and undecided futures. 

The argument of the TRC as a contested space is examined in this chapter 

through a review of debates on the mandate. These debates have been referred 

to in earlier chapters, leading to some repetition here, especially those that 

concern the exclusion of routine apartheid violations, which the TRC describes as 

‘the warp and weft’ of daily live under apartheid, conceding that its mandated 

violations ‘occurred precisely because of resistance to the day-to-day experience 

of life under apartheid.’4 I have chosen to risk the repetition, leaving the chapter 

largely the same as its published version, because the critique of the TRC’s 

                                                      
2 Engen F. Isin, ‘Theorizing Acts of Citizenship’ in Engin F. Isin and Greg M. Nielsen, eds., Acts of 
Citizenship (London: Zed Books, 2008); Madeleine Fullard and Nicky Rousseau 'Truth-telling, 
Identities and Power in South Africa and Guatemala’ in Paige Arthur, ed., Identities in Transition: 
Challenges for Transitional Justice in Divided Societies (New York and Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2011), p. 56. 
3Here I refer to debates associated with defining what one could call transition’s end point, as 
well as debates regarding the appropriateness of transitional justice in situations in which the 
transition is yet to come. See for example Rosemary Nagy, ‘Transitional Justice as Global Project: 
Critical Reflections,’ Third World Quarterly, 29, 2 (2008); Christine Bell, ‘Transitional Justice, 
Interdisciplinarity and the State of the “Field” or “Non-Field,” ‘International Journal of 
Transitional Justice, 3,1 (2009), pp. 23-24; Naomi Roht-Arriaza, ‘The New Landscape of 
Transitional Justice’ in Naomi Roht-Arriaza and Javier Mariezcurrena, eds., Transitional Justice in 
the 21st Century: Beyond Truth vs Justice (Cambridge University Press, 2006), p. 1. 
4 TRC, Report, Volume One, pp. 34-35. 
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supposed nation-building and reconciliation agenda rests on the mandate or its 

interpretation thereof.5  The chapter argues for an encounter with the TRC that 

does not reduce it to the compromises of the negotiations or handmaiden of the 

new post-democratic state, but is interested in the multiple genealogies of the 

TRC. It also makes the point, unattended to in the scholarship, that in the TRC’s 

long, highly public and contested genesis, not one scholar and certainly no 

gender scholar or historian (and here I include myself) responded to the 

invitation to comment on the proposed mandate by making a submission that 

hints at either the apartheid or gender critique. This is intended less to apportion 

culpability or complicity, but more as a reminder that even if this transitional 

‘event’ was alive with possibilities, it did so in a context of extraordinary fracture 

and uncertainty, where especially those on the left had little notion of what an 

active or critical citizenship may look like; indeed, the substance of what a post-

apartheid emancipatory politics might be seemed somewhat depleted across the 

political spectrum. 

If one of the itineraries tracking through much of my post-TRC work has been an 

insistence on, and an attempt to provide a different reading of the TRC, another 

less obvious itinerary has been an engagement with forms of violence. The 

chapter reminds us that the temporality of the TRC was not after violence, but 

coeval to it, especially (although not exclusively) in the new province of 

KwaZulu-Natal, where violence continued, although on a more localised basis 

into the time of the TRC. This reminder attempts to displace the common reading 

of the TRC, and certainly the ‘Mamdani critique,’ as a merely state/liberation 

movement binary, therefore posing a dynamic not only of security 

force/activists, but of civilians and thus neighbours too.6  The latter part of the 

                                                      
5 However, as there is also some overlap with the following chapter, I have done some minor 
editing.  
6  Of course, there is a reading of Inkatha (renamed the Inkatha Freedom Party in 1990) as 
merely being an extension of the state. Indeed as suggested in the previous chapter, the research 
department classified it as a state ally. During the mid-1980s, the South African Defence Force 
trained and armed an offensive paramilitary unit of Inkatha, known as the Caprivi squad. 
Nonetheless (and setting aside other objections regarding the penchant to classify political 
movements working ‘within’ as being part of  ‘the system’), here I am concerned with the largely 
unacknowledged status of this conflict as a civil war, and the implications of that in relation to 
notions of reconciliation, which is apparent in the common critique of reconciliation as assuming 
a prior conciliation. The effect of this, as the next chapter similarly points out is to reduce the 
reconciliation to that between white and black, ignoring inter-civilian violence, 
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chapter further reflects on another set of debates concerning the TRC’s 

interpretations of mandated violations and the effects thereof. With some 

exception, these debates have received less scholarly attention than the 

exclusion of specific apartheid violations, perhaps because they arise most 

clearly within the work of the Amnesty Committee, which, aside from legal 

scholars, has received less scrutiny. One exception has been the work of the 

Centre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation (CSVR), and most specifically 

its Violence and Transition Project (VTP), the first phase of which was formally 

instituted in 1999. It is largely their critique that is discussed in the chapter, and 

centres around the mandate’s requirement that amnesty applicants be members 

of bona fide political organisations and its prohibition of racism as a political 

motive. The effect of these, they argue, is to draw a spurious line between 

political and criminal violence, sanitising pre-94 political violence, and 

criminalizing post-94 violence. 

CSVR’s critique is of interest not just for its insights, but because CSVR itself 

played a key role in the public process (and backstage) of the TRC’s formation; 

its then director, Graeme Simpson, participated in the deliberations of the 

Department of Justice’s portfolio committee in parliament. Some years after this 

chapter was published, I acted as project manager for phase three of the VTP. 

Researching VTP’s prehistory provided an important genealogy to their thinking 

on violence and transition, which came to constitute one of CSVR’s key criticisms 

of the TRC and, later of truth commissions more broadly. Given CSVR’s 

involvement both in the design of the TRC and its subsequent formulations 

regarding violence and transition, and some of the insights it offers, I have added 

a postscript to the section on defining political violence. 
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Introduction7 

As suggested in the Preface, truth commissions have become increasingly 

popular mechanisms of transition for many countries emerging from 

authoritarian pasts. The literature on South Africa’s truth commission locates it 

firmly within the politics of negotiations. Such mechanisms are considered 

necessary to effect a smooth transition in circumstances where the institutions of 

the old order remain to a greater or lesser degree in place, yet are perceived as 

being unable or unwilling to facilitate the transition to a more democratic 

culture. In South Africa, as in many other emerging democracies, a crisis of 

legitimacy afflicted institutions such as the judiciary and security forces; they 

were thus seen as being constrained in their capacity to usher in a new order 

founded on democratic values — especially for issues of accountability and 

prosecutions. Yet the need for these ‘special’ transitional mechanisms implies a 

weakness or vulnerability in the new democracy’s ability to effectively impact 

the institutions of the old government and ensure political stability and peace. 

Thus in South Africa, for example, the amnesty provisions that formed one of the 

key planks of the TRC resulted from an effective refusal by the former apartheid 

government’s security forces to guarantee peaceful elections without a 

reciprocal agreement by the premier liberation movement, the African National 

Congress (ANC), to provide some form of amnesty.8    

Born from political negotiations, truth commissions are shaped, and in some 

cases, constrained by struggles among and within the negotiating parties. These 

struggles do not always end with settlement. Truth commissions are far from 

being merely a technical bridge between old and new; rather, they reflect the 

                                                      
7 In 2004, a last minute invitation to a conference organised by the Foundation for Democracy in 
Taiwan led to a hastily written paper on debates regarding the TRC's mandate. This paper was 
later revised for publication. See Nicky Rousseau, ‘Truth Commissions and Interpretations of 
Violence: Debating the South African Truth Commission’s Mandate’ in S. Philip Hsu and Chang-
Ling Huan, eds., Political Challenges and Democratic Institutions: International and Taiwan’s 
Perspectives (Taipei: Taiwan Foundation for Democracy, 2007). 
8 This has come to constitute one of the core narratives of the genesis of the TRC, and one, which I 
heard at the TRC. However, some subsequent research by legal scholar, Catherine Jenkins, 
suggests a more contested narrative. Catherine Jenkins, ‘“They have built a legal system without 
punishment”: Reflections on the Use of Amnesty in South Africa’s Transition,’ Transformation, 64 
(2007), p. 32-37. 
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lines of ongoing contestation among and within opposing camps. The 

parliamentary debate that shaped the South African truth commission was 

extremely lengthy and heated, with forces of the old order trying to limit the 

power and scope of the commission. Transitional is thus not necessarily a step of 

progression to a next, better stage but marks a site of ongoing struggle and 

challenge as old leaders attempt to shore up their earlier power and blunt future 

possibilities through a struggle over the representation of the past. South Africa 

was no different: political skirmishes did not end but continued throughout the 

process, with numerous challenges from politicians and their spokespeople. 

Lawyers representing the former ruling party and its security forces consistently 

‘picked up the cudgels from erstwhile politicians and fought a relentless war of 

attrition and protection at every seeming whiff of potential bias.’9  Similarly, 

debates within the democratic forces often reflect different approaches to the 

past as well as the imagined future. As much as truth commissions are shaped by 

the contests and compromises of negotiations, they too determine the 

trajectories of power and nature of the transition.10 

 

The South African Truth Commission: Genesis and Mandate  

The genesis of the TRC in the early 1990s has been well documented.11 Born in 

the crucible of debates regarding South Africa’s transition to democratic rule, the 

commission represented the coming together of several different initiatives. In 

1993, following allegations that torture and abuse had occurred in ANC training 

camps in Angola, the ANC reiterated an earlier call by senior ANC leader Kader 

Asmal to establish a truth commission to investigate and report on human rights 

abuses committed by all parties during the apartheid era.12 In February 1994, 

                                                      
9 Fullard and Rousseau, ‘Who Gave the Orders?’ p. 27.   
10 For an account that emphasises truth commissions as ‘a site of struggle,’ see Amy Ross, ‘The 
Politics of Truth in Transition: Latin American Influences on the South African Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission,’ Politique Africaine, 92 (2003). 
11 TRC, Report, Volume One, pp. 49-53; Johnny de Lange, ‘The Historical Context, Legal Origins 
and Philosophical Foundations of the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission,’ in 
Villa-Vicencio and Verwoerd, Looking Back, Reaching Forwards, pp. 14-22; Boraine, A Country 
Unmasked, pp. 11-75. 
12 Professor Kader Asmal, ANC National Executive Committee member and legal academic, 



Chapter Two 

 

 116 

 

and July 1994, two conferences organised by civil society13 brought the Latin 

American truth commissions into the local context. These conferences generated 

debate on the question of how to deal with the contested and conflicted past, 

which continued to drive the perspectives and actions of key protagonists.14 Both 

the ANC and the civil society-initiated interest may have dissipated were it not 

for a concession won by the former apartheid government in the closing days of 

negotiations, namely, that some form of amnesty would be established for 

politically motivated offences. Justice Minister Dullah Omar linked this 

concession, largely made to satisfy the security and right-wing forces, to the 

ANC’s earlier call for a truth commission.15 As Graeme Simpson points out, not 

only was the linking of amnesty to the broader concerns of truth recovery and 

reparation unique in the history of truth commissions, but ‘(by) foregrounding 

the interests of victims, the TRC would attempt to restore the moral balance to 

an amnesty agreement born of political compromise.’16 

These processes were not necessarily compatible and the TRC that eventually 

emerged from the unification of these separate but related impulses was thus a 

hybrid creature: it was in part marred by the compromises which had attended 

its birth, in part a drive for greater accountability and an end to impunity, in part 

a way of ‘visioning’ a new society committed to fundamental human rights, in 

                                                      
publicly called for the establishment of a truth commission on 25 May 1992. See TRC, Report, 
Volume One, p. 49. This proposal was specifically made in response to findings by the ANC 
appointed Motsuenyane Commission that torture and abuse had indeed occurred in its detention 
camps in Angola. At the time the ANC suggested that such a truth commission would examine 
abuses on all sides of the political conflict, thus committing itself to a commission that would 
include human rights abuse by both state and liberation movement forces – the first time a 
liberation movement willingly initiated a process that would subject its own practices to 
scrutiny. 
13 In this chapter in particular, there is much reference to ‘civil society.’ In the apartheid and post-
apartheid era, there have been a significant number of organised movements or non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) aligned to the democratic project, and many with strong 
links to political movements. In this chapter (and more generally in this portfolio), references to 
‘civil society,’ unless otherwise specified, refer to such groupings. These would include 
community advice offices, resource centres, research, and legal groupings, many formally 
organised into NGOs or, in several cases, interest-based social movements.  
14 Boraine, A Country Unmasked, pp. 16 and 42-43. From his account it is clear that Boraine 
attempted to mobilise government support for a truth commission. However, neither Mandela, 
nor Mbeki responded to his correspondence. That it was Omar who responded to a later letter, 
and who as justice minister bore the responsibility for amnesty, suggests that it was possibly the 
unpalatability of this amnesty for Omar that opened the way for a truth commission.   
15 Simpson, ‘“Tell No Lies, Claim No Easy Victories,”’ p. 223. 
16 Simpson, ‘“Tell No Lies, Claim No Easy Victories,”’ p. 223. 
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part an attempt to acknowledge victims whose experience had been denied, and 

in part a project to forge a new and reconciled nation.  

The TRC legislation was adopted in 1995 and at the time was the longest debated 

legislation ever to pass through parliament. Key functions of the TRC included, 

firstly to compile ‘as complete a picture as possible’ of gross violations of human 

rights between 1960 and 1994, including whether such abuses were part of a 

systematic pattern, and to identify the victims as well as the persons or 

institutions responsible. Gross Violations were specified as politically motivated 

killing, torture, abduction, and severe ill-treatment.17 Secondly the TRC was to 

facilitate the granting of amnesty for politically motivated offences committed 

during the same period. This was a controversial and unique aspect of South 

Africa’s TRC and was not associated with prior truth commissions. It is 

important to stress that this was not a blanket amnesty on offer: each individual 

perpetrator had to apply and give full disclosure of the incident for which 

amnesty was being sought. Amnesty would only be granted if it could be shown 

that such disclosure had been given, that the act was politically motivated, and 

that it was proportional to the political objective. Thirdly, the TRC was to make 

recommendations regarding reparation for victims of gross human rights abuse; 

it was also required to make wider recommendations to ensure an end to the 

abuse of human rights.18 

These aims were operationalised through three different structures. A Human 

Rights Violation Committee (HRVC) coordinated collecting statements from over 

20,000 victims in both urban and rural settings. Some 10 percent of these victims 

testified in one of the scores of public hearings held in cities and small towns 

across South Africa. This committee also called in political parties to explain 

publicly their policies and possible involvement in human rights abuses. The 

leadership of the apartheid government’s security and armed forces as well as 

that of the liberation movement’s armies was also called to testify. The impact of 

powerful people, including two deputy presidents, a range of former and current 

                                                      
17 On severe ill-treatment, see TRC, Report, Volume One, pp. 69-72. 
18  TRC Act; TRC, Report, Volume One, pp. 49-53; De Lange, ‘The Historical Context, Legal Origins 
and Philosophical Foundations,’ pp. 14-22; Boraine, A Country Unmasked, pp. 11-75.  
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cabinet ministers, and generals, being required to account for their policies and 

being subjected to lengthy cross-examination revealed a new spirit of 

accountability.19 This was accompanied by an array of activities that pertained to 

the different aspects of the Committee’s mandate, including identifying and 

perusing surviving state documentation; investigating and corroborating each 

individual statement; and conducting numerous special investigations. All of 

these activities culminated in the five-volume Report released in October 1998, 

after which the HRVC disbanded, with one Commissioner appointed to complete 

the work and oversee the production of the final two volumes (the codicil). The 

HRVC was also responsible for general recommendations. 

The Amnesty Committee (AC) received and processed several thousand 

applications for amnesty and prepared those that were required to be held in 

public. As mentioned before, the AC was independent from the main body of the 

TRC — headed by a judge, and amnesty panels consisted solely of judges and 

legal professionals. A number of the cases solved by the TRC were on the basis of 

amnesty applications. As noted elsewhere, the amnesty hearings associated with 

these applications ‘acted as symbolic reference points for the definitive 

confirmation of violent concealed practices. Often highly dramatic, involving 

shockingly gruesome and callous details— such as the description of 

perpetrators drinking and barbecuing while the victims were incinerated on a 

neighbouring fire — these perpetrator accounts extinguished the possibility of 

ongoing denials.’20 Although initially intended to complete its work within 18 

months, the work of the Amnesty Committee required ongoing extensions and 

ended in 2001, several years after its target date.  

The third TRC committee, the Reparation and Rehabilitation Committee (RRC), 

was charged with defining a policy on reparations for the government. This was 

                                                      
19 This was somewhat countermanded by the TRC’s failure to summons the head of Inkatha/ 
Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP) to account for the group’s role in violence, for fear of generating 
bloodshed in the volatile KwaZulu-Natal region. The TRC later found the IFP to be the second 
largest violator of human rights in the mandate period and described its failure to issue this 
summons as ‘In retrospect… probably an incorrect decision.’ TRC, Report, Volume Five, p. 207. 
20 Fullard and Rousseau, ‘An Imperfect Past: The Truth and Reconciliation Commission in 
Transition,’ in John Daniel, Adam Habib and Roger Southall, eds., State of the Nation: South Africa, 
2003-2004 (Cape Town: HSRC, 2003), p. 82. 
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the smallest and possibly least successful component of the TRC’s work, in part 

owing to the fact that while the Amnesty Committee had the power to grant or 

refuse amnesty, the committee on reparations only had the power to make 

recommendations. This imbalance, together with government’s refusal to decide 

on reparations until the Amnesty Committee completed its work, did much to 

undo the notion of the TRC as a victim-centred organ. Indeed it was only after the 

submission of the TRC’s final two volumes in April 2003 that the government 

finally released its reparation policy. Its reparation policy and payments to those 

declared to be victims were considerably less than that proposed by the TRC. 

Tensions were evident in the legislation and aims: was the TRC to be a largely 

symbolic process of nation-building or was it an endeavour to investigate gross 

human rights abuses and determine accountability? Whose interests were 

paramount — those of the perpetrators who could receive amnesty or those of 

the victims who were being offered an opportunity to ‘tell their own stories’ and 

possibly (at a later stage) receive reparations? Was the task of the TRC to 

provide a new and official history for the new nation, or simply to detail the 

history of gross violations of human rights? 

Several factors further influenced the trajectory of the TRC. First, unprecedented 

levels of political violence in which some 14 000 South Africans lost their lives 

accompanied the four-year period of negotiations. In contrast, approximately  

10 000 people are believed to have died between 1960 and 1990, the 30 years 

that constituted most of the TRC’s mandate period.21 This violence continued 

past the democratic elections in 1994; political violence continued to simmer in 

KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa’s most densely populated province. This only served 

to underscore a degree of caution on the part of the legislators and the TRC itself. 

It is thus unsurprising that issues of national unity and reconciliation loomed 

large in the framing of the legislation and that a particular sensitivity surrounded 

the legislation’s injunction to act even-handedly towards all parties to the 

political conflict. This concern with ensuring ‘even-handedness’ was reflected 

within the very institution of the TRC: two of the appointed commissioners (an 

                                                      
21 See Chapter One, p. 90 and fn 79. 
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erstwhile National Party parliamentarian and a member of the right-wing 

Volksunie Party) represented voices of the old order, while the Amnesty 

Committee was to be run independently from the rest of the Commission.22 

Second, as with negotiations, the TRC emerged largely from the top, although key 

NGOs and professional bodies such as Lawyers for Human Rights played an 

important role in ensuring a more public process. This was in contrast to Latin 

America where truth commissions were formed in response to the demands of 

the citizen-based Right to Truth movement. Undeniably, the TRC did not enjoy 

widespread support among anti-apartheid activists. In particular, activists 

regarded the amnesty process as doubly repugnant, considering it galling that 

not only would security force perpetrators escape punitive justice, but liberation 

movement combatants would have to apply for amnesty in the same process.  

While the TRC considered the liberation movements to have fought a just war, 

nonetheless it drew no distinction where violations of human rights were 

concerned. For similar reasons, an important strand of the NGO sector that held 

historic links to anti-apartheid forces also responded with ambivalence, both for 

the reasons listed above and because of concerns regarding impunity. Critics 

pointed to the fact that those convicted of petty poverty-related crime fell 

outside of the TRC’s provisions and thus would continue to be incarcerated, 

while those guilty of the most heinous and brutal killings and tortures would be 

granted amnesty, escaping both criminal and civil justice.23  

On the other hand, while activists and progressive NGOs eschewed the idea of 

moral equivalence, the National Party, the IFP and conservative groupings, 

continued to resist the idea of a truth commission, fearing that the even-

handedness spoken of in its framing legislation was a mere veneer and that it 

would be little more than a witch-hunt. What this translated into was a situation 

in which representatives of the old order, as suggested above, constantly and 

                                                      
22 Wynand Malan, a member of parliament for the National Party until his resignation from the 
party in 1987, and Chris de Jager, a former member of parliament for the Conservative Party. On 
even-handedness see TRC, Report, Volume One, pp. 65-66. 
23 Graeme Simpson, ‘Uncivil Society: Challenges for Reconciliation and Justice in South Africa 
After the Truth and Reconciliation Commission,’ 
http://www.csvr.org.za/docs/trc/uncivilsociety.pdf, accessed on 17 November 2017. 

http://www.csvr.org.za/docs/trc/uncivilsociety.pdf
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actively tried to restrict the scope of the TRC, while organised activists and 

scholars identifying with the liberation movement played a limited role in 

framing the legislation.    

Third, the issues leading to the establishment of the TRC, most especially the 

allegations of abuse in ANC camps and the demand for amnesty by apartheid’s 

security forces, were focused on a relatively narrow range of human rights abuse 

— torture, abductions, killings, and severe ill treatment.24  In terms of 

conceptualizing the scope of the TRC, this limited the TRC to political violence 

and political actors, in a particular period, namely that of armed conflict, rather 

than opening it to the wider panorama of apartheid and apartheid functionaries.  

Importantly, the TRC examined gross human rights abuses committed by all 

sides in the political conflict. The legislation also made space for a public process; 

the requirement that victims be allowed to tell their own stories opened the way 

for public victim hearings and—thanks to NGO intervention—all amnesty 

applications that involved a gross violation of human rights had to take place in 

public hearings.25  This was perhaps the most powerful of the South African 

TRC’s innovations, and largely won by civil society lobby.26 While the work of 

prior truth commissions had largely taken place out of the public eye, the South 

African TRC opened its hearings to all and via the media beamed its proceedings 

on radio and television to a wider South African and international audience. 

Initially hearings were broadcast and televised live and an estimated 1.2 million 

viewers watched a weekly compilation of TRC testimony.27 Newspapers also 

                                                      
24 See p. 117, fn. 17, this chapter, for details of severe ill-treatment. 
25 Legislators initially envisaged that the amnesty process would be conducted behind closed 
doors.  Key NGOs made successful demands for a public process. The final legislation limited the 
Amnesty Committee’s capacity to grant amnesty without a public hearing to those violations not 
considered to be gross (such as damage to property or dealing in illegal weapons) or for security 
considerations. In practice, this distinction proved difficult and significantly constrained truth 
disclosure. For example, an application regarding distribution of weapons or the collection of 
intelligence could be decided without a public hearing. Yet these activities frequently resulted in 
gross violations and in some instances went to the heart of activities and decisions regarding 
political violence. See Fullard and Rousseau, ‘Truth, Evidence and History,’ pp. 202-207. 
26 On civil society, see 116, fn 13, this chapter. 
27 Brendon Hamber, Thloki Mofokeng and Graeme Simpson, ‘Evaluating the Role and Function of 
Civil Society in a Changing South Africa: The Truth and Reconciliation Commission as a Case 
Study,’ http://www.csvr.org.za/publications/latest-publications/1715-evaluating-the-role-and-
function-of-civil-society-in-a-changing-south-africa-the-truth-and-reconciliation-commission-as-
a-case-study, accessed on 17 November 2017. 

http://www.csvr.org.za/publications/latest-publications/1715-evaluating-the-role-and-function-of-civil-society-in-a-changing-south-africa-the-truth-and-reconciliation-commission-as-a-case-study
http://www.csvr.org.za/publications/latest-publications/1715-evaluating-the-role-and-function-of-civil-society-in-a-changing-south-africa-the-truth-and-reconciliation-commission-as-a-case-study
http://www.csvr.org.za/publications/latest-publications/1715-evaluating-the-role-and-function-of-civil-society-in-a-changing-south-africa-the-truth-and-reconciliation-commission-as-a-case-study
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provided prominent coverage of TRC proceedings.28 The impact was profound: 

‘The expressions of human pain in the faces, voices, and images of victim 

testimony, the bleak accounts from perpetrators of torture and killings, the 

images of exhumed skeletons bearing bullet holes marked a distinct rupture of 

the highly segregated forms of historical knowledge that characterised South 

African citizens. An important component of this rupture was the decimation of 

the moral underpinning of the NP and white right wing, the associated de-

legitimisation of the entire apartheid project and the destruction of the façade of 

legalism to which the apartheid state clung.’29  

 

Debating the Mandate 

If the TRC effectively managed to discredit the former apartheid government, the 

extent to which it was able to translate this success into a resultant agenda was 

less than effective. Critiques of the TRC are wide-ranging and the focus here is on 

those criticisms concerned with the TRC’s nation-building agenda.30  A strong 

line of criticism cast the TRC as creator of the ‘founding myth of the new South 

Africa.’31 The function of the TRC, in this view, was to legitimise the new ANC 

government, a government seen to be following a primarily nationalist agenda. 

According to this critique, via the testimonies of victims and perpetrators the 

TRC was meant to ‘construct a revised national history’ based on reconciliation.32 

In this regard, the TRC was seen as enacting the break between the apartheid 

past and new democratic South Africa, allowing the ‘imagining’ of a new nation,33 

a ‘rainbow nation’ based on reconciliation. Yet in so doing, the TRC masked what 

                                                      
28 While the media played an important and critical role, it was not unreservedly positive.  It 
powerfully shaped public perceptions of the TRC, often favouring narratives of reconciliation 
over accountability. See also Chapter Three. For a more detailed examination of media responses, 
see McEachern, Narratives of Nation, pp. 19-65.   
29 Fullard and Rousseau, ‘An Imperfect Past,’ p. 82. In retrospect, this was an over-optimistic 
assessment.  
30 Mamdani, ‘A Diminished Truth’; Bundy, ‘The Beast of the Past,’ pp. 19-20; Wilson, The Politics of 
Truth and Reconciliation, pp. 1-30; Posel, ‘The TRC Report,’ pp. 152-153; Ross, Bearing Witness, 
pp. 8-26. 
31 Mahmood Mamdani, cited in Hayner, Unspeakable Truths, p. 74. 
32 Wilson, The Politics of Truth and Reconciliation, p. 14. 
33  Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 
London: Verso, 1983.  
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critics argued is the defining feature of the ‘new South Africa,’ the grinding 

poverty of the masses.    

The TRC uncovered damning findings about apartheid, including that apartheid 

was a crime against humanity; that the apartheid state sought to ‘protect the 

power and privilege of a white minority’; and that racism was the ‘motivating 

core of the South African political order’ and black citizens were demonised as 

the ‘enemy,’ thereby creating a climate that enabled gross violations of human 

rights.34 Yet, notwithstanding these findings, apartheid became the backdrop or 

context rather than a central focus of its enquiry.35 The TRC focus on a narrow 

band of political violations occluded the structural violence that was systemic to 

the apartheid order.   

This focus has been regarded as responsible for an extremely narrow 

determination of who constituted a victim. The victim was defined as the victim 

of torture or beating or killing rather than the victim of one of the myriad abuses 

associated with the systematic racial and economic discrimination that 

underpinned apartheid, such as forced removals or starvation in South Africa’s 

bantustans (bleak and underdeveloped rural zones where the majority of black 

South Africans were trapped according to their ethnic determination). According 

to Mamdani, victims and perpetrators of gross violations of human rights were 

thus drawn from the relatively small pool of political activists and security force 

agents.36 Not only did this leave thousands of apartheid functionaries unscathed, 

more devastatingly, critics argue, it allowed the majority of those who benefited 

from apartheid—mainly the broad white population—off the hook. Instead of 

placing the complicity and culpability of beneficiaries at centre stage, white 

South Africans by and large were able to claim a false innocence. The effect of 

this, as Colin Bundy suggests, is that 

(We) may run the risk of defining a new order as one in which police may no 

longer enjoy impunity to torture opponents of the government, but fail to 

                                                      
34 TRC, Report, Volume Five, p. 222. 
35 Posel, ‘The TRC Report,’ p. 153, pp. 162-166. 
36 Mamdani, ‘A Diminished Truth,’ p. 40. 
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specify that ordinary citizens should not be poor and illiterate and powerless, 

or pushed around by state officials and employers.37 

Activists and scholars have also pointed out that the failure to include a broader 

range of structural violations also had a gendered dimension.38 Studies suggest 

that women more egregiously experienced the effects of apartheid. To give but 

one example, those trapped in poverty-stricken rural areas were mainly African 

women. Further, the patriarchal nature of South African society meant as well 

that far more men than women were directly involved in politics, thus the TRC’s 

iconic victim of torture, beating, or killing was also a male victim. This had 

profound gender implications for the nation-building project.39 

This circumscribing of the mandate, according to this critique, would in turn 

impact the reconciliation project of the TRC, effectively reducing it to a 

reconciliation between former (male) political enemies, rather than a 

reconciliation that addressed and challenged the major cleavages in South 

African society — principally the racial and economic divide between what 

Mamdani refers to as the victims and beneficiaries of apartheid. In this regard, 

the TRC is seen to have accepted and re-enforced the limits of the political 

compromise made during the negotiations, and failed to challenge the legacy of 

apartheid — poverty and racial control of the economy.40 

                                                      
37 Bundy, ‘The Beast of the Past,’ p. 20. 
38 Goldblatt and Meintjies, ‘Gender and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’; TRC, Report 
Volume Four, p. 288; Ross, Bearing Witness, p. 16. 
39 At the same time, the experience of this male victim was more often than not relayed to the 
nation by a female family member: it was of some concern that, while mostly women made 
statements and gave testimony to the TRC, they largely spoke about the violations suffered by 
their men-folk, even in circumstances where women too had been victims of abuse. Ross, 
‘Archbishops and Archetypes,’ Rhodes Journalism Review, 14 (1997); TRC, Report, Volume Four, 
pp. 283, 285-287; Ross, Bearing Witness, pp. 17-20. However, as Ross later pointed out, women 
also testify to the ways in which violence seeped into their homes, and she called for a more 
careful reading of women’s testimony, which may suggest more agentive modes of speaking — or 
of withholding speech. Fiona Ross, ‘Speech and Silence: Women's Testimonies during the First 
Five Weeks of the Public Hearings at South Africa's TRC,’ in Veena Das, Arthur Kleinman, 
Margaret Lock, Mamphela Ramphele and Pamela Reynolds, eds., Remaking a World: Violence, 
Social Suffering, and Recovery (Berkeley & London: University of California Press, 2001. Bozzoli is 
one of the few who have commented on the ways in which the testimony of largely female, and 
often relatively apolitical deponents mediated the experiences of township youths in the 1980s 
and 1990s. Bozzoli, ‘Public Ritual and Private Transition.’ 
40 Mamdani, ‘A Diminished Truth,’ p. 40; Bundy, ‘Beast of the Past,’ pp. 20-21. Neither draws 
attention to the gendered implications of their arguments. 
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How does one assess this critique?  Elsewhere Fullard and I noted that while 

powerful, the critique effectively ‘reduces the TRC to a rather narrow 

nationalism’41 trapped in inevitable failure owing to its compromised origins in 

the negotiated settlement, or suggests that it could have acted outside of power 

relations, as they existed at the time. These networks of power were part of a 

more complex set of dynamics that includes the relative weakness of civil society 

in the negotiating period itself and beyond, as well as the failure of those within 

government to sustain a more profoundly transformative impetus. 

Rather, the TRC must be seen as but one of a range of initiatives of the first post-

apartheid government such as the Reconstruction and Development Programme 

and the Land, Youth and Gender Commissions. These institutions of redress and 

transformation ‘reflected the exuberant ethos of social justice and restitution 

that is as much enshrined in South Africa’s democratic Constitution as are 

individual property rights.’42 While the capacity of such initiatives to effect 

significant socio-economic transformation has been disappointing, they 

nonetheless represented a more radically transformative impulse within the new 

state. Similarly, the effect of this critique is also to ignore the extent to which the 

TRC reflected different and sometimes competing agendas:  

There were diverse voices and positions within the TRC, several with an 

uneasy and more critical relationship with the consensual and 

reconciliatory thrust, identifying the TRC, at least at its outset, within an 

activist agenda of social change.43  

If the TRC reflects a narrow mandate bound to the politics of compromise, then 

one must note that it reflects as well the failure of civil society to have an impact 

on that process. The TRC was the outcome of an extensive public process that 

included submissions from extra-parliamentary groups and individuals, a public 

nomination process for commissioners, and presentations by and questioning of 

nominees in a public forum.  Yet the voices of both the gender, and what can 

broadly be termed the left critique, is entirely absent from these processes 

                                                      
41 Fullard and Rousseau, ‘An Imperfect Past,’ p. 81. 
42 Fullard and Rousseau, ‘An Imperfect Past,’ p. 81. 
43 Fullard and Rousseau, ‘An Imperfect Past,’ p. 81. 
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despite the fact that it was very clear from the submissions and deliberations of 

the parliamentary committee that the TRC was being shaped along the lines of 

the Latin American truth commissions and would focus on a relatively narrow 

set of political violations.44 Once the TRC had been established, its relationship 

with civil society was somewhat fractious with many feeling that they were not 

sufficiently consulted, while both the pace of the TRC and its preoccupation that 

it act impartially militated against a closer relationship.  

 This is not meant to place blame on any single group: civil society structures 

were themselves battling to negotiate a position for themselves in the new 

terrain. Indeed, it has been suggested that civil society was weakest during this 

period.45 This fact highlights the ongoing contestation and uncertainty that 

accompanies transitional institutions. Power and possibility do not just lie in the 

hands of individual commissioners that are headed by a charismatic cleric; they 

are far more diffuse. Thus, in order to understand the particular trajectory taken 

by the TRC, a more careful analysis is required. Such an analysis would need to 

account for a wide range of factors relating to transition.  

One such aspect would be the genesis of the TRC from conception to legislation, 

and the manner in which it was both a product and part of the transition in the 

first half of the 1990s. This means more than simply asserting the negotiated 

settlement as the product of political stalemate between the former apartheid 

state and the mass opposition, and leading to ‘a reformist solution to the county’s 

crisis.’46 Rather, an analysis would need to take into account the shifting 

alignments and struggles within key components of the political terrain. 

Importantly, such an analysis would need to take account of those outside the 

negotiating chamber, and this, inter alia, requires an understanding of civil 

society during the transitional period. In the wake of the unbanning of the ANC, 

PAC and SACP in February 1990, mass-based popular community organisations 

disbanded and community-based women and youth structures reconstituted 

themselves as adjuncts to the liberation movements. In addition, key civil society 

                                                      
44 This is based on a perusal of the submissions to the parliamentary Justice Portfolio Committee.  
45 Hamber et al, ‘The Role and Functions of Civil Society.’ 
46 Bundy, ‘Beast of the Past,’ p.10. 



Chapter Two 

 

 127 

 

structures aligned to the democratic forces in the apartheid period battled to 

find new voices in the post-apartheid period. This, as has been noted, was 

especially difficult as many of them suffered from a leadership vacuum after their 

most experienced and able staff members joined the new government, and faced 

funding pressures as traditional European funders started to channel their 

money directly to government-run development initiatives.47  

Further, also warranting further reflection is the institutional development of the 

TRC’s process and procedures, and the impact of these on its trajectory. To give 

just one example, though the legislation determined that victims should be given 

the opportunity to ‘relate their own accounts,’48 it was the TRC that translated 

this into a framework of individual victim statements (which for the purposes of 

reparations were deemed to require corroboration)49 and public hearings. Thus, 

when individuals and organisations began to lobby for the TRC to define gross 

violations of human rights more broadly and to include the wider violations 

resulting from the policies of apartheid, this demand presented the TRC with an 

almost unimaginable task.  Forced removals (as a result of enforced racial 

segregation) alone created a potential victim pool of more than 3.5 million 

people, a number that would render statement taking impossible.  

The TRC itself was not insensitive to critiques of its mandate. It acknowledged 

many of the criticisms made by gender activists and introduced a number of 

mechanisms to ensure greater attention to the experience of women.50 Arguably, 

however, the failure to adopt a broader understanding of its mandate made TRC 

responses somewhat unsatisfactory. In 1997, shortly after a coalition of NGOs 

called for greater attention to the broader socio-economic violations, the TRC 

organised a series of institutional or sector hearings that explored the role of key 

institutions such as the judiciary, the media, the church, and business during the 

                                                      
47 Hamber et al, ‘The Role and Functions of Civil Society.’  
48 TRC Act, 3 (1 c). 
49 A later decision advised that corroboration should take into account the fact that statements 
were made under oath. 
50 These included ensuring that deponents were always asked about violations they may have 
experienced, as well as special women’s hearings. Ironically not only was this insufficient, the 
response created its own problems: fixing agentive notions of agency as well as a tendency to 
limit violations to sexual violence.  
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apartheid era. Although an innovative step in the history of truth commissions, 

the focus of these hearings was somewhat haphazard and cursory. There was no 

hearing, for example, on forced removals, which has been likened to South 

Africa’s ‘gulag.’51 The procedures of the sector hearings were also different: 

organisations and individuals (often ‘experts’ or ‘representatives’) made 

submissions: the human face of suffering so effectively captured in the victim 

hearings was lost. Although in many respects these hearings highlighted the 

complicity of a range of institutions in creating a climate where gross human 

rights abuses flourished, they failed to draw beneficiaries into the circle of 

complicity in any significant way.   

The TRC also took great pains in the first five volumes of its Report, issued in 

1998, to stress the wider context of structural violence wrought by the policy of 

apartheid. It carefully defended its narrow interpretation of the mandate, 

pointing to several reasons why it had chosen not to regard the wider landscape. 

Aside from logistical issues such as time and resources, the TRC pointed to the 

overall direction and intention of the legislation as well as to the government’s 

establishment of a variety of other institutions and programs of redress, most 

notably the Land Commission and the Reconstruction and Development 

Programme (RDP). Indeed, defendants of the TRC process suggest that the 

criticisms of Mamdani and others should be placed not at the door of the TRC, 

but of the Land Commission and other institutions intended to redress the 

structural legacy of apartheid. These institutions did little to convey at a public 

level the extent and experience of apartheid abuses, and instead tended to 

operate behind closed doors with little of the TRC’s transparency.52 Another 

common defence of the TRC’s narrow interpretation of its mandate argues that 

while the former government never denied apartheid policies such as forced 

removals or unequal education, it strenuously denied using torture or killing 

                                                      
51 Mamdani, ‘A Diminished Truth,’ p. 40. 
52 For a comparative study of the Land Commission and the TRC, see Uma Duphelia-Mesthrie, 
‘The Truth and Reconciliation Commission and the Commission on Restitution of Land Rights: 
Some Comparative Thoughts,’ unpublished paper 
http://wiredspace.wits.ac.za/bitstream/handle/10539/8013/HWS-282.pdf accessed on 17 
January 2018. 

http://wiredspace.wits.ac.za/bitstream/handle/10539/8013/HWS-282.pdf
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political opponents. Thus, the TRC focused less on the overt policies of apartheid 

than on the covert methods of that system.53    

The TRC also attempted to shift the focus to the wider legacies of apartheid by 

recommending ways to prevent future abuse of human rights and by addressing 

issues of reconciliation. Its key recommendation regarding the prevention of 

gross human rights abuses is skewed toward tackling the problems of economic 

injustice, the resolution of which the TRC recommends must involve the private 

sector as well as other beneficiaries.  Similarly, reconciliation was 

overwhelmingly framed in terms of racial reconciliation rather than individual 

reconciliation between individual perpetrators and victims. 54 

 

Defining Political Violence 

Setting aside these criticisms of the mandate for the moment, was the TRC more 

successful in interpreting the more restricted terrain of political violations?  

Here, too, the TRC has been criticised for adopting a narrow and sanitised 

approach to political violence.   

Partly as a consequence of its origins in the process of political negotiation, the 

TRC’s legislation was skewed toward the interests of political parties. In order to 

qualify for amnesty, a person had to show that she or he was a supporter or 

member of a recognised bona fide political party and that the act committed was 

part of the broad policy or position of that party. This definition privileged 

political parties and organisations, imposing a far greater sense of order and 

clarity on what was a diffuse and chaotic terrain. The inability of such a 

definition to capture the nature of political violence in the mid to late1980s and 

1990s was especially marked, resulting in arbitrary decisions of inclusion and 

exclusion on the part of the Amnesty Committee. The TRC Report itself noted: 

                                                      
53 Mamdani argues that the TRC effectively only looked at what was illegal. This is inaccurate: 
solitary confinement, banning, banishment and judicially ordered execution were considered 
GVHRs, and formed an important focus in the Prisons and Legal sector hearings. 
54 Fullard, ‘Displacing Race,’ p. 23. 
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As the political conflict in the country gained intensity, more gross 

violations were carried out by members of South African society acting in 

what they considered to be the pursuit of a political aim than by members 

of political organizations acting on the express orders of their superiors. 

Both the state security services and guerrilla organizations such as MK 

aimed to supply social actors with the means to achieve their aims -

including weapons, information, trained personnel, and, in the case of the 

state, funding… By the 1990s, the great majority of human rights 

violations, especially killings, were being carried out by persons who 

were not bound to a political authority.55  

It is perhaps worth noting that critiques by Mamdani and others largely ignore 

this dimension. What the critiques tend to obscure is the nature of political 

violence and the groups who bore that cost. While Mamdani presents the TRC as 

concerned with a narrow group of activists versus state agents, the actual TRC 

record shows otherwise. Most deponents who made statements to the TRC were 

decidedly not activists, and the majority of statements reported violations to 

mainly youth (largely male), caught up in civilian protests and demonstrations in 

the 1970s and 1980s, or bystanders, and rural and township dwellers killed 

during the escalating violence of the 1990s. These were not MK operatives; many 

may have been supporters, but by and large they were not even organised 

members of the internal mass movement. Indeed, the fact that so few political 

activists and combatants made victim statements to the TRC was a source of 

some concern to the TRC.  

The TRC also excluded racism in its definition of what constituted a political act. 

Consequently, the TRC did not regard those who had committed gross violations 

for purely racist motivations as eligible for amnesty, nor did it regard the victims 

of such abuses as victims of gross violations. Thus, for example, drunken white 

men who had beaten a black farm-worker to death in a racist rage for walking on 

the pavement in a small rural town would not be eligible for amnesty, and nor 

would the victim of their attack be declared the victim of a gross violation of 

                                                      
55 TRC, Report, Volume Two, p. 4-5. 
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human rights. Of course, this was extraordinary in a country in which racism 

played such a central role — indeed the TRC itself argued that racism was the 

‘motivating core’ of apartheid. While legislators clearly wished to exclude those 

motivated by racism alone, its effect was not just to exclude such cases, but to 

stifle potential issues of racism in the amnesty applications and testimonies of 

security force and liberation movement members. 

Insisting that only acts committed with a political motive and by members or 

supporters of bona fide political organisations were eligible for amnesty also had 

the effect of drawing a clear division between political and criminal acts. Indeed, 

while the Amnesty Committee decided that some political motivations in the 

matters it heard appeared on the surface to be simply criminal,56 a far larger 

number of cases were administratively denied amnesty at the outset for having 

no political motive. Undoubtedly the majority of such cases were presented by 

those serving criminal sentences for a variety of offences (killing, rape, theft) 

who, by cloaking their actions in a political mantle, hoped to be granted amnesty. 

However, critics have suggested that this pointed to the TRC’s failure to 

understand the intersection between political and criminal violence,57 and 

ignored the reality of what has been described as the ‘criminalisation of politics 

and the politicisation of crime’ and created ‘a sanitised view of politics.’58 

The particular circumstances of economic deprivation and political repression 

that were engendered by apartheid resulted not only in people breaking the law 

for political reasons, but also in a more extensive sub-culture of crime in South 

Africa. This sub-culture deeply penetrated the political sphere, resulting in a 

considerable and increasingly blurred line between political and criminal, and, 

given the illegitimacy of the criminal justice system, potentially made 

                                                      
56 For example, several members of so-called ‘repossession units’ attached to the PAC applied for 
amnesty for acts of theft and armed robbery, claiming that such actions were politically 
motivated and aimed to provide the PAC with funds and/or arms. Where applicants were able to 
show membership in the PAC, some chain of command, and prove that the spoils of their crime 
were in fact handed over to the party, they were largely granted amnesty.  
57 Wilson, The Politics of Truth Commissions, pp. 81-84; Simpson, ‘Rebuilding Fractured Societies: 
Reconstruction, Reconciliation and the Changing Nature of Violence – Some Critical Insights from 
Post-Apartheid South Africa,’ paper commissioned by the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP), 2000; Simpson, ‘Uncivil Society.’  
58 Simpson, ‘Uncivil Society.’ 
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contravening the law an act of resistance.59  The difficulty in distinguishing 

between political and criminal is especially true of the 1990s, yet this was the 

period where the TRC, by its own admission, made the least headway in terms of 

investigation. Although lines of command on all sides of the conflict had always 

been more complex than popular mythology suggests, this became especially 

difficult to determine and unravel during the 1990s.  

 

Concluding Comments 

While the TRC’s achievements were in many respects considerable, its role in 

laying the groundwork for a deeper interrogation of the wider landscape of 

apartheid violations and violence is more dubious. On balance, it is doubtful (and 

many critics acknowledge this) whether the TRC could have adopted a definition 

of gross violation that included the more structural violations. However, the TRC 

could certainly have done more to place these violations more visibly in the 

overall picture. Notwithstanding progress made since 1994, South Africa 

remains a highly unequal society. Undoubtedly, while white beneficiaries 

expressed great horror at the degree to which their former apartheid 

government had systematically engaged in gross human rights abuses, they have 

by and large continued to complain and resist aspects of transformation that 

affect them materially.60  

Simpson refers to the need for transitional justice mechanisms such as truth 

commissions to be focused not just on the past but the future as well. Assessing 

the efficacy of the TRC thus means assessing not just the accuracy or ‘truth’ of its 

interpretations of the past, but also how it facilitates the capacity to understand 

and transform current political violence. In this regard, while political violence 

shrunk after 1994, criminal violence burgeoned. Rather than seeing these as two 

unrelated forms of violence perpetrated by entirely separate groups, Simpson 

                                                      
59 Simpson, ‘Rebuilding Fractured Societies’; Simpson, ‘Uncivil Society.’ 
60 More than a decade later since this was published, despite the deepening of inequality, 
beneficiaries remain resistant to changes that may affect their material position, blaming the lack 
of transformation on high levels of corruption.   
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argues for an approach that acknowledges the inter-connection and continuity 

between the two types of violence.61 Examples of this would include trafficking 

in arms, the involvement of ex-combatants in armed heists, and community self-

defence units in criminal gangs. The failure to recognise continuities points to 

weaknesses in the way in which the TRC understood violence itself, and the links 

and continuities between pre- and post-1994 violence.   

A related criticism is that the TRC was successful via the testimony of victims and 

perpetrators in portraying the horror and cruelty of torture, but this has not 

been translated into a broader culture of respect for human rights. Thus, while 

there were consistent efforts to transform the ethos of the security forces, 

especially in the first years of the post-apartheid period, these attempts were 

often viewed by the public as being an obstacle to combating crime, providing 

criminals with greater protection than their victims. Such views have also been 

articulated by senior political and police echelons.62 

More broadly, the failure to situate gross violations in a wider context also meant 

that the TRC outlived its usefulness and failed to intersect with the imperatives 

of transformation.  

(By) circumscribing the borders of its mandate to violence directed at the 

body, and by implicitly casting race/racism and politics as two separate 

domains, the TRC effectively sidestepped the traumatic issues and 

trenchant debates around race, racism, and the legacy of apartheid. This 

had an unforeseen price, as in doing so it loosened, perhaps even lost, a 

vital connection to the national project of transformation in South Africa 

— a project increasingly focused on the legacy of racial discrimination.63 

This was especially so in the post-1998 era when Thabo Mbeki — whose 

inaugural address placed the legacy of racism centre stage — replaced the 

                                                      
61 Simpson, ‘Rebuilding Fractured Societies’; Simpson, ‘Uncivil Society.’ 
62 In 2000 then Minister of Safety and Security, Steve Tshwete, called for ‘tough policing, 
including the use of lethal force.’ Saul Dubow, South Africa’s Struggle for Human Rights (Ohio 
University Press, 2012), p. 122. This shift from his predecessor, Sydney Mufamadi, has been 
reinforced by successive ministers. 
63 Fullard, ‘Displacing Race,’ p. 1. 
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reconciliation-driven presidency of Nelson Mandela. 64  

What does this chapter argue about truth commissions? Clearly, they are not a 

panacea, a neutral bridge from a state of conflict to a post-conflict society.65 

Rather they are highly charged, contested, and complex terrains that are both the 

products of and part of wider trajectories of power. While they have the 

potential to connect society to a profound and disturbing engagement with its 

past and future, the shape and outcome of any one truth commission cannot be 

determined at the outset and will depend on the ongoing challenges emanating 

from both within and outside of the mechanism. The exact trajectory a truth 

commission follows depends on the outcome of the evolving relationship 

between the commission, government, and civil society. 

 

2017 postscript on violence and transition 

In 2004, I found the critique on the TRC’s interpretation of its own mandated 

forms of political violence compelling, even if perhaps a little overstated. This 

remains the case, although in retrospect, while the argument seems sound, the 

criticism seems a little unfair. This is less because the TRC itself was intensely 

aware of considerable blurring between political and criminal, especially in the 

1990s, but because it constitutes a criticism that is only possible in hindsight.  

                                                      
64 Other factors were also responsible for the TRC fading from public view. Increasingly strained 
relations between the TRC and the ANC followed the handover of the TRC report in 1998.  This 
arose from the TRC’s refusal to meet with the ANC to discuss certain negative findings it made 
regarding gross violations committed by the ANC. Indeed, on 29 October 1998, the ANC launched 
a late night although unsuccessful bid to interdict the TRC from handing over the Report to 
President Mandela on 30 October 1998. For fuller detail, see TRC, Report, Volume Six, pp. 55-58. 
Although the amnesty process continued for several more years, the rest of the TRC disbanded 
and its leadership dispersed. This effectively meant that the TRC was without any clear 
leadership aside from the bureaucrats and judges who oversaw the amnesty process, and that the 
dispute with the ANC remained unresolved. This undoubtedly contributed to a souring of opinion 
toward the TRC. These factors had far-reaching consequences and resulted in the TRC fading into 
near oblivion inside South Africa at the same time that it continued to be feted internationally. 
65 The term post-conflict, part of the lexicon of transitional justice, is itself contested, both in 
relation to whether any society can be termed ‘post-conflict’ as well as what work this term does 
in occluding the continuities of structural violence. See for example, Patrick Tom, Liberal Peace 
and Peacebuilding in Africa (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017); Daniel Bertrand Monk and Jacob 
Mundy, eds., The Post Conflict Environment: Investigation and Critique (Ann Arbor: Michigan 
University Press, 2014). 
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This became very evident to me during the VTP Project.  Initiated by CSVR in 

1999, VTP1 and 2 are perhaps one of the most extensive and consistent bodies of 

research on the relationship of violence to transition in South Africa. While the 

roots of the problematic of violence and transition extend perhaps to the early 

1990s,66  it became clear that its formulations about pre- and post-94 violence 

ran on quite a separate track to its formulations about the development of what 

properly constituted a truth commission. Despite the involvement of many of the 

same people in both tracks, it was only around 1997 that the two were bought 

into conversation with each other. 

 Initially named the Centre for the Study of Violence (CSV), its very foundation in 

1989 marked a shift from the language of resistance to violence. This suggests 

more than a terminological shift: rather, it represents an increasing discomfort in 

labelling certain forms of violence – notably inter-civilian violence – as 

resistance, as well as perhaps marking the new politics of negotiation ushered in 

by the events of February 1990.  As violence spiralled during the period of 

negotiation, and included aspects of criminal violence, CSV began to note how 

the period of transition itself appeared to encourage violence. This, Graeme 

Simpson and Janine Rauch suggested, was associated with what they termed 

social deregulation: that as forms of apartheid social control began to unravel, 

the absence of new and legitimate forms of social regulation led to an escalation 

of violence. In short there was a relationship between transition and violence.  

Closely related to the above points, CSV’s 1991 annual report put forward the 

proposition that there had been in South Africa a dual process of the 

‘criminalisation of politics and the politicisation of crime.’ Although not 

elaborated in any way this proposition appeared to suggest that while in the past 

politics had been criminalised, during the period of transition, crime was 

increasingly becoming a highly political issue. These insights informed some of 

the research undertaken at the time, and reports over the next few years refer to 

the need to theorise violence.   However, before this research could properly take 

                                                      
66 Indeed, some eleven papers produced between 1989 and 1995 have been retroactively 
incorporated into the body of VTP’s work, and can be seen in some ways generative of the 
frameworks that were to underpin VTP 1 and 2. 



Chapter Two 

 

 136 

 

off, CSV was extensively drawn into the actual processes of transition: advising 

numerous political, community and academic groups, the Peace Committees, 

and, indeed, the Transitional Executive Council itself on issues relating to 

violence and how these may be addressed. It would seem then that the agenda of 

theorising violence along the lines suggested above was perhaps briefly pushed 

aside by these more immediate and compelling demands, which nonetheless 

undoubtedly deepened their understanding of the character of violence.  

In 1995, in the same year that the now re-named CSVR (and Reconciliation) 

began to play a key role in the formulation of the TRC, it noted in an annual 

report that the inability of the new government to meet popular expectations of 

transformation was reflected not in a political backlash but a criminal one and 

that this pointed to ‘the changing nature of conflict in post-Apartheid society, 

rather than the termination of such conflict.’ CSVR’s 1997 Annual Report 

elaborated on its ‘criminalisation of politics and the politicisation of crime’ thesis, 

noting that ‘…the roots of politicised criminality, reside in the legacy of 

apartheid's criminalisation of politics. In this simple equation, we ought to 

understand the roots of shifting conflict in post-apartheid South Africa - from a 

tradition of political violence, to a culture of criminal victimisation.’67  Later this 

was extended to point to the ways in which earlier resistance politics was not 

only criminalised by the apartheid state but itself crossed the boundaries of 

illegality and criminality, and that ‘sustained features of marginalisation, 

impoverishment, and relative deprivation [remained] at the root of ongoing 

criminal violence in much the same manner as they underpinned political 

violence and conflict during apartheid.’ Importantly, it was precisely initiatives 

undertaken to address these historical legacies that provided the impetus for the 

way in which violence ‘transmuted itself,’ by generating ‘new forms of conflict, or 

social and criminal violence.’ 

These insights effectively declared that South Africa was not a post-conflict 

society,68 but they also began to form the basis for Simpson’s critique of the 

                                                      
67 CSVR, Annual Report: 1997, 
file:///Users/Nicky/Documents/VTP1%202/Research/South%20Africa/VTP%20history/CSVR
%20Annual%20Report%20%201997.htm accessed 10 December 2017. 
68 See p. 134, fn 65, this chapter. 

file:///C:/Users/Nicky/Documents/VTP1%202/Research/South%20Africa/VTP%20history/CSVR%20Annual%20Report%20%201997.htm
file:///C:/Users/Nicky/Documents/VTP1%202/Research/South%20Africa/VTP%20history/CSVR%20Annual%20Report%20%201997.htm
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TRC’s overly narrow conception of ‘political’: its failure to recognise these shifts  

and ‘anticipate the future’ blunted its analytical understanding, as well as its 

capacity to impact on public understanding and policy making. Much of this 

research was path-breaking at the time, destabilising easy assumptions that the 

criminal and political were two separate phenomena, and challenged notions of a 

linear transition. 

At the same time, there is something of a sleight of hand here that is not 

insignificant as CSVR and Simpson himself played a key role in defining and 

formulating the parameters and legislation of the TRC. Yet nowhere in the two 

submissions, which CSVR provided to the portfolio committee, nor in its detailed 

comments on what was then the TRC Bill, or in Simpson’s presentation to the 

portfolio committee is there any discussion of these evolving thoughts. Again this 

is not to score points; it asks us to consider the likelihood of a TRC ‘anticipating 

the future’ trajectory of violence if an institution quite specifically dedicated to 

the study of violence did not itself fully anticipate the significance of the shifts 

underway. The point I wish  to surface  – and it is a wider one – is that there is a 

forgetting, in this case the forgetting of the breach between actual violence and 

the theorising thereof, which takes place in the wake of what I would regard as 

the almost inevitable failure of the TRC and indeed, almost any truth 

commission. This returns us to the instability of the transitional ‘event,’  and its  

intensely fractious and contested politics. 



 

 

 138 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three 

Uncertain Borders: The TRC and the(Un)making 
of Public Myths



Chapter Three 

 

 139 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 ‘Uncertain Borders’ first emerged as a paper presented by Madeleine Fullard 

and I at the Transactions of Public Culture workshop held in Cape Town in 

January 2003, just a few months before the publication of the final two volumes 

of the TRC Report. Although not our first piece of writing,1 it was our first 

attempt to contest the emerging scholarly literature and instate a different 

reading of the TRC’s work. This accounts for the significant difference in tenor 

and somewhat combative style.  

In June 1999, the Wits History Workshop in association with the Centre for the 

Study of Violence and Reconciliation (CSVR) held a conference titled The Truth 

and Reconciliation Commission: Commissioning the Past..2  Although several past 

researchers, as well as then current colleague, Madeleine Fullard, attended the 

conference, I chose not to go. A month later, my own department at UWC hosted 

the South African Historical Society's biennial conference, the theme of which 

was Not Telling: Secrecy, Lies, and History.3 Perhaps I attended a few sessions, but 

if so, they do not especially stand out in my memory, nor did I become aware of 

the articles later reproduced in History and Theory until after I had returned to 

UWC. There were several reasons for this seeming disinterest: as one of only two 

remaining researchers in the TRC, it seemed inappropriate for both of us to be 

away, and I was also intensely preoccupied with the complex and troubling audit 

                                                      
1 See Fullard and Rousseau, ‘Truth, Evidence and History.’  
2 Several of the papers were later published in ‘Commissioning the Past in which some 
researchers contributed a chapter. See Cherry et al, ‘Researching the Truth.’ 
3 Not Telling: Secrecy, Lies, and History, biennial conference of the South African Historical Society, 
held at the University of the Western Cape on July 11-14, 1999. 
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of TRC exhumations which we had just begun. Undoubtedly though I also had a 

deep unwillingness, even antipathy, to engage with the TRC from within the 

space of the academy.   

Anticipating some of the lines of enquiry, it seemed at the time too jarring to set 

aside the rawness of testimony and documentation to engage in cool critique. 

Besides, having entered the TRC with a clear critique of regimes of truth and the 

grand narrative of resistance, the effects of what I had heard and seen had 

further unravelled some of my own earlier easy takes on the ‘struggle against 

apartheid,’ and those of radical history. Radical history had little if any epistemic 

space for the forms of individual pain and suffering we were encountering, or the 

modalities of representation, except as generic categories and archetypes of 

oppression; radical politics shared much of this and by and large disallowed such 

expression.4 While it may have been easier to place accounts of security force 

perpetrators in predictable tropes of repression, as certainly the media and some 

scholarship did,5 victim and amnesty hearings also placed pressure on resistance 

narratives, and failed to reckon with — at one and the same time — an excess 

and an over-inflation of violence. In important respects, the TRC challenged both 

the general outlines of the dominant frame of resistance/repression as well as its 

particular periodisation and understanding of specific processes, sometimes in 

detail, sometimes more substantively. In the original workshop paper, we 

                                                      
4 For example, following the hearing in which former victims of torture questioned their 
interrogator Jeffrey Benzien (see Introduction, p. 47), one of Benzien’s victims, a detainee, whose 
whiteness had protected him from such torture, expressed deep shock and pain that in the many 
months that he had seen his fellow detainees as an awaiting trial prisoner, and during the trial 
itself, there had been no discussion, or even reference to the torture. I saw this silence as being an 
effect of what I called the liberation movement’s largely mythical ethos of ‘good comrade who 
does not break,’ See TRC, Report, p.188-189.The Benzien hearing produced a range of complex 
and difficult emotions, which exceed the question of whether Benzien or his questioners 
triumphed in this encounter that frames some of the literature. For the hearing itself, see 
Amnesty Hearing, Cape Town 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/capetown/capetown_benzien2.htm and 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/capetown/capetown_benzien3.htm accessed 10 December 
2017.   
5 See, for example, Pauw, In the Heart of the Whore and Pauw, Into the Heart of Darkness; Antjie 
Krog, ‘Locked into Loss and Silence: Testimonies of Gender and Violence at the South African 
Truth Commission,’ in Caroline O.N. Moser and Fiona C. Clark, eds., Victims, Perpetrators or 
Actors? Gender, Armed Conflict and Political Violence (New Delhi: Kali for Women, 2001); Keith 
Gottschalk, ‘The Rise and Fall of Apartheid’s Death Squads, 1969-1993’ in Bruce B. Campbell and 
Arthur D. Brenner, eds., Death Squads in Global Perspective: Murder with Deniability (New York 
and Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002). 

http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/capetown/capetown_benzien2.htm
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/capetown/capetown_benzien3.htm
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identified some of these specific strands — how both state and liberation 

movement imagined highly centralised and structured forms of power, and how 

both ‘leaned on each other’; the overly South African-centric view of the struggle 

against apartheid, in which the region was mere backdrop;6 issues of complicity 

and betrayal; inter-civilian violence and the so-called Third Force. These were all 

issues on which I could comfortably speak, and yet I found I did not have a 

scholarly language (nor time to find one), which nonetheless remained faithful to 

the event of the TRC. 

While the voice of the historian had sounded clearly in my head in the first 

months of working at the TRC, it had faded as my learning curve and the sheer 

pace of work grew ever steeper. At most, I was stopped short every now and 

then, noting evidence, which contradicted deeply internalised paths of 

repression- resistance history, the contours of which I had begun to question in 

my M.A. dissertation.7 Significantly influenced, although sometimes exasperated 

by the shift to a historiography interested in the production of history, I also 

entered the TRC with an interest in how non-historians, in David Cohen’s words, 

‘processed the past.’8 Although I found it hard not to roll my eyes in despair at 

the hopelessly inadequate platitudes of sacrifice and dying for freedom often 

routinely offered by commissioners to victims, and echoed by victims, the task 

for historians interested in the production and representation of history seemed 

to me to be one of listening, rather than what I saw as the easy response that 

merely continued radical history’s encounter with nationalism.  

Here I had found the judgments of the ‘production of history’ school especially 

disappointing: rather than seeing the TRC as an opportunity to open debates 

regarding multiple ways of processing the past, their work felt to me to continue 

to hold in place, what in a different scenario Paul Farmer describes as ‘“studying 

down” steep gradients of power.’9  While the TRC was hardly an institution 

without power, there was something extraordinarily judgmental and lacking in 

curiosity about the scholarship’s encounter, which seemed oblivious to its own 

                                                      
6 On region see Chapter One, p. 96, fn 92.   
7 Rousseau, ‘Popular History in South Africa.’ 
8 David W. Cohen, The Combing of History (University of Chicago Press, 1994, p. 4. 
9 Paul Farmer, ‘On Suffering and Structural Violence,’ Race/Ethnicity, 3,1 (2009), p. 23. 
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power-knowledge nexus. ‘Uncertain Borders,’ then, was very much a ‘writing 

back,’ although by no means one that had found the appropriate language I had 

sought.   

Fullard and I also regarded ‘Uncertain Borders’ as a framing paper for a longer-

term project, which would elaborate more carefully these ideas as well as begin 

to write histories from our own TRC research. However, post-TRC work, in 

particular that with the National Prosecuting Authority and Missing Persons 

Task Team, as well as my teaching demands constantly drew us away from this 

project. In 2007, recognising that this project had run out of steam, with Fullard’s 

consent, I revised the paper, which appeared in the special issue of ‘Making 

Histories’ in Kronos. This version was shorter than the original, leaving out our 

more expanded discussion of the ways in which the TRC unsettled South African 

historiography, although I did extend our brief foray into how South African 

historians (and ‘historically-minded’ scholars) wrote about the TRC. In 

particular, I was struck by how several of the core lines of scholarly argument 

emerged when the TRC had barely begun its work, yet despite some six years of 

the TRC’s active operations, remained little changed and firmly in place. More 

astonishingly to me, as this chapter suggests, was the curious congruity in the 

assessments of South African social historians and ‘production of history’ 

historians, despite their substantial differences.  

While the previous chapter focused on the critiques of the TRC’s mandate and its 

interpretations of violence, this chapter elaborates on the former, with specific 

attention to the ways in which reconciliation is placed at/as the heart of the TRC 

project.  In particular, this chapter substantively challenges the dominant 

characterisation of the TRC as well as what we regarded as numerous 

misconceptions. This characterisation we suggest, together with the spurious 

claim that the TRC provided an official and consensual history, provides an 

instrumentalist reading of the TRC, particularly concerning its alleged 

legitimation and authorisation of the state’s nation-building project. Our critique 

pivots on scholarly (and wider) conceptions of the TRC as a process that centred 

dominantly on the question of reconciliation. Instead we argue that such a view 

is only sustained through a selective reading of some of the TRC hearings and 
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crucially, media representations thereof. According to this chapter, within the 

TRC itself, ‘truth’ not ‘reconciliation’ dominated, centred on issues of impunity 

and accountability, with lawyers, not theologians driving the day-to-day work. 

While acknowledging the TRC’s framing as a nation-building exercise, this 

chapter disputes the view of the TRC as mere handmaiden of the state, 

suggesting instead a more contested and contingent institution and process, with 

more uncertain outcomes and trajectories. In instating the TRC as a contested 

space, we attempt to place questions of power at its centre, something that 

seemed to escape the more instrumentalist reading of much of scholarship.10  

In earlier iterations of this chapter, Fullard and I had called for a ‘second wave’ of 

scholarship, which adopted a more historicised approach to the TRC, and was 

more attentive to its contestations and pluralities. As it turned out, ‘Uncertain 

Borders’ was published on the cusp of this second wave, and yet as I have argued 

in the Introduction, although opening new lines of enquiry, and rethinking 

others, this work largely situated itself quite comfortably in this earlier 

scholarship, most especially in that concerning nation-building and 

reconciliation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
10 Amy Ross provides a similar reading to us of the TRC as a ‘site of struggle,’ Ross, ‘The Politics of 
Truth in Transition.’  
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Introduction11 

The response by historically minded scholars mainly within South Africa to the 

work and Report of the TRC was deeply critical. This is perhaps unsurprising 

given the nature of the TRC’s mandate and its work: its engagement with issues 

of truth, its focus on the past, its concern with issues of identity and political 

conflict, and the representation thereof, to name but a few, are all issues of 

research and contestation within the academy itself. Further, that much of the 

work of the TRC not only happened within a public space but was widely and 

continuously publicised, especially in the first three years of its operation, 

encouraged debate and discussion. In many respects, it was precisely the public 

nature of the enterprise that often painfully revealed the TRC’s many 

shortcomings and failures. 

Academic criticisms of the TRC emerged almost as soon as its work began. For 

example, in July 1996, a mere three months after the first public hearings of the 

TRC, a conference was held at the University of the Western Cape to discuss The 

Future of the Past. The TRC threaded several papers. In one, Tutu (read the TRC) 

‘opened the gateway for a new history of reconciliation’;12 in another ‘the 

process of “writing” South Africa’s official history – state history – is taking place 

by selecting elements of the past which create no controversy, which create a 

good start, for a new nation where race and economic inequality are a serious 

problem, and where the balance of social forces is still extremely fragile’;13 yet 

another asserted that ‘[p]remised on the desire to reconcile and unite the nation, 

                                                      
11 This is a co-authored article with Madeleine Fullard. The original version was presented at the 
Transactions of Public Culture workshop held in Cape Town in January 2003. Thanks to 
Madeleine Fullard for agreeing to the inclusion of this article. 
12 Gary Minkley, Ciraj Rassool and Leslie Witz, ‘Thresholds, Gateways and Spectacles: Journeying 
through South African Hidden Pasts and Histories in the Last Decade of the Twentieth Century,’ 
paper presented to The Future of the Past conference, University of the Western Cape, July 1996, 
p. 5. This paper has now been published in Witz, Minkley and Rassool, Unsettled Histories. 
13 Daniel Nina, ‘Panel-beating for the Smashed Nation? The TRC, Nation-Building and the 
Construction of a Privileged History,’ paper presented to The Future of the Past conference, 
University of the Western Cape, July 1996, Abstract. No written version of the paper by Daniel 
Nina could be located and the quote is taken from the abstract of his paper circulated at the 
conference. 
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the TRC has embarked upon the project of constructing a common national 

memory.’14   

Cutting across diverse theoretical frameworks, challenging old agendas and 

proposing new questions and fields of enquiry,15 these articles were nonetheless 

united in their depictions of the TRC. Indeed, in the next few years, the criticisms 

outlined above, initially publicly aired at a conference largely animated by a 

critique of the metanarratives of left historical discourse in South Africa (most 

notably that of social history), were repeated and elaborated by a range of 

scholars including - somewhat ironically – social historians themselves.   

In 1999 in the wake of the publication of the first five volumes of the TRC Report, 

the Wits History Workshop, the pre-eminent gathering of social historians, 

deliberated on the TRC Report and more generally on the work of the 

commission. While historians at the UWC conference had interrogated the ways 

in which the TRC obscured the constructedness of an actively crafted truth, thus 

continuing to disable an understanding that power is always implicated in 

productions and representations of the past, the social historians asserted 

variously that the TRC had failed as a historical project and that it had done little 

to understand apartheid and ‘social causation’ at national and local levels. 

Although there were different emphases and there had been an accretion of 

detail, the broad strokes laid down in the 1996 conference remained remarkably 

consistent. Indeed, it would not be an exaggeration to say that they had become 

orthodoxy, and naturalised as self-evident. The object lesson of this orthodoxy 

had also become increasingly clear — namely, the perils of nationalism of which 

the TRC, in many respects, was seen to be an important handmaiden.  

Again this is perhaps unsurprising, given the close association of the discipline of 

history to nationalism, both as complicit agent and as critic. What does seem 

                                                      
14 Premesh Lalu and Brent Harris, ‘Journeys from the Horizons of History: Text, Trial and Tales in 
the Construction of Narratives of Pain,’ Current Writing, 8,2 (1996), p. 24. 
15 While the Minkley et al paper denoted the newly developing field of public history in South 
Africa, and a focus on questions of representation, Lalu and Harris proposed an engagement with 
the concerns of the Subaltern Studies Group. These papers are richly suggestive of the directions 
these scholars would explore and develop in subsequent years. Concerned as it is only with the 
characterisation of the TRC, this article fails to capture these new directions.  
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more surprising is that the critique offered by both social historians as well as 

those working in a framework that is highly critical of social history shares a 

common characterisation of the TRC. It is this characterisation with which we 

are chiefly concerned. Although there is much value in the body of work that has 

been generated by our colleagues and other historically minded scholars, much 

of which has challenged us in productive ways, we nonetheless take issue with 

this common depiction of the TRC that reduces it to a single nationalist voice. In 

this paper we argue that this representation is built on predetermined 

conceptions and a selective reading of the institution, its practice and politics.   

At one level to engage with these debates seems somewhat out of date. After all, 

there is a veritable industry on the TRC and a considerable literature exists and 

indeed continues to be written. While much of the new material also views the 

TRC critically, it provides different points of entry and a far more diverse reading 

of the institution and its hearings. Yet, even here, the reconciliation project most 

often remains the dominant frame. Moreover, most of this literature emanates 

from disciplines outside of history - most notably linguistics, literature and 

psychology. Within the discipline of history, the old orthodoxy holds sway.  

 

Imagining the TRC as the ‘founding myth of the new nation’16 

Most critiques of the TRC centre on perceptions of its nation-building project. 

Three interlocking aspects of the analyses presented at The Future of the Past 

conference came to grid academic representations of this project. In the first 

place, the TRC was seen to be principally concerned with reconciliation. 

Secondly, in order to effect such reconciliation, the trajectory apparently adopted 

by the TRC was one that silenced economic inequalities by penning a 

characterisation of violence that ignored the everyday violence of apartheid. 

Thirdly, nation-building was seen to require an official consensual history and 

the TRC as providing an appropriately palatable one. 

                                                      
16 Mamdani, cited in Hayner, Unspeakable Truths, p. 74. 
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Nation-building and reconciliation certainly framed the context of the TRC as its 

enabling legislation (the Promotion of National Unity and Reconciliation Act) and 

its name suggest. Yet this framing itself was derived from a prolonged and 

disputed genesis and represented one of the first skirmishes between the ANC 

and its government of national unity partners, the National Party and Inkatha 

Freedom Party. As the previous chapter has suggested, in an attempt to mitigate 

a concession won by the National Party in the closing days of negotiations that a 

new government would be bound to grant some form of amnesty, an earlier 

suggestion by the ANC that a post-apartheid government should institute a truth 

commission process was revived.17 By placing victim voices centre stage in a 

truth commission process, a price for amnesty could be exacted.  

Initially mooted purely as a truth commission, the notions of reconciliation and 

national unity were added, largely to address the perceptions of political parties 

opposed to the idea of a truth commission, which foresaw a witch-hunt, 

notwithstanding the commitment to examine abuses on all sides of the political 

divide. It is easy to see such a compromise as merely the inevitable result of the 

reconciliatory thrust of the Mandela presidency and his government of national 

unity — or as Colin Bundy does, as inevitable arising from the compromises 

wrought during the processes of negotiation itself.18  Yet, this representation of 

the post-apartheid government is itself problematic, removing contestation in 

favour of a pre-ordained unfolding of nationalism, and ignoring a more 

transformative strand of social justice and restitution strongly evident in the first 

post-apartheid government. It also ignores, as Chapter Two argues, the wide 

support and participation of key individuals and sectors of civil society, which 

debated and indeed shaped key aspects of the legislation, and the absence of 

academic voices outside of the legal fraternity, in particular in terms of the 

mandate period or the violations that would be covered.19 

Thus, that the TRC was mooted as a key component of the new nation-building 

project is not contested, but we do challenge the depiction of the TRC as direct 

                                                      
17 Preface, p. 1; Chapter Two, pp. 115-116 and fn. 12.   
18 Bundy, ‘The Beast of the Past,’ pp. 10-12.                                                          
19 Records of the Justice portfolio committee, Parliament of South Africa, Cape Town. On civil 
society see Chapter Two, p. 116, fn 13. 
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agent of the ruling party, not just complicit, but actively fabricating a moral order 

that legitimated and authorised the post-apartheid state and what is regarded as 

a singular nationalist trajectory. Perhaps there were some individuals, some 

moments or instances where such a representation holds water. However, it 

effectively reduces the TRC to a narrow nationalism and fixes it as a static and 

unitary entity, a one-dimensional institution, frozen into a single discourse. This 

freezing silences the multiple voices that are manifest in the words and work of 

the TRC as well as the various trajectories and transitions in more than six years 

of its operation, and subsequent after-life. It similarly occludes the ways in which 

the trajectory a truth commission follows, and its outcomes, are predicated upon 

ongoing engagements both within and between various actors, who include 

government and civil society. In this view, power and possibility simply lie in the 

hands of Archbishop Tutu and perhaps a few commissioners, rather than being 

represented as more diffuse and indeterminate. A closer study of the texts, 

contexts and activities of the TRC, its practices of research and investigation, and 

its public and private interactions with victims and perpetrators, we contend, 

suggests a more complex and disputed characterisation. 

 

Perceptions of the primacy of reconciliation  

As indicated, a common assumption of scholars writing on the TRC has been that 

reconciliation was the primary driving force in its approach and work. Indeed, at 

times the imperative of reconciliation is represented as such a vital and over-

riding concern, that the TRC is seen to have imposed it on unwilling victims. It is 

worth citing some of these representations: 

Tutu, ‘ritual performer,’ the man who ‘minted our political discourse,’ 

from the ‘rainbow nation’ to the ‘new South Africa’ now opened the 

gateway for a new history of reconciliation…  Dependent on the implicit 

visual presence of Archbishop, law-court and ‘crying room,’ the TRC 

hearings are framed into a ‘texture of memory’ that is a shared space of 

otherwise hidden pasts. These constellations of image and past tell 
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history as a ‘tale,’ witnessed as having a beginning, middle and end. It is a 

narrative with a moral message, a ‘picture of great courage and pride, 

sacrifice, strength and community,’ leading progressively to ‘our history 

and our nation.’… Finally, we are offered a closed, completed apartheid 

past filled with the visual knowledge of ‘abductions and death, of torture 

and disappearances, of hardship and the maiming of innocents.’ There are 

no alternative possibilities, no doubts, but rather the underlying transition 

to the truth of reconciliation.20 [Our emphasis] 

Overseen by the charismatic figure of Archbishop Tutu … the public 

hearings became a vehicle for the sort of healing and redemption that … 

would help cement the new nation morally. The reconciliation that may be 

effected by truth-telling was regarded as more important than the details of 

the stories being told.21 [Our emphasis] 

These constructed images were built very early in the TRC’s life, largely, we 

suspect, from media images of the TRC’s public hearings rather than on a closer 

study of the texts and other activities of the TRC, its practices of research and 

investigation, and its public and private interactions with victims and 

perpetrators. They seem to be based on highly selective strategies of reading, 

and many wrongly assume a common conception of what reconciliation meant 

within the TRC and how it was practiced. Yet, this cardinal representation of the 

TRC remains intact, a decade after the TRC victim hearings ended and the first 

five volumes of its Report were published, as the following demonstrates: 

The very weakness of the post-Cold War liberal order was often 

manifested in much of the advocacy and theorizing of the truth 

commission form, which prioritized catharsis and forgiveness over 

punishment and tended to gloss over the de jure or de facto amnesties 

that often came with it. This is perhaps clearest in the case of the much-

lauded South African TRC, which set up a number of mechanisms that 

                                                      
20 Minkley et al, ‘Thresholds, Gateways and Spectacles,’ pp. 5-7. 
21  Posel and Simpson, ‘Introduction,’ Commissioning the Past, p. 9. 
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pressured victims to abandon a desire for vengeance for the sake of national 

reconciliation.22 [Our emphasis] 

 

Reconciliation in the TRC’s Public Hearings23 

Anthropologist Richard Wilson states that for the first six months of victim 

hearings, ‘Commissioners had been asking each victim appearing at an HRV 

hearing whether or not they forgave the perpetrator.’ 24 This blanket assertion 

did not accord with our recall of these hearings and thus we conducted a reading 

of the first four victim hearings, which were critical in imaging the public space 

of the hearings. In the first hearing held in East London, twenty-two of the thirty 

cases heard there do not mention reconciliation, forgiveness or anything in that 

vein at all. In the other eight, it is sometimes the victims and sometimes the 

Commissioner who makes a comment in this regard. In certain instances the TRC 

asked how the victim would feel if the perpetrator applied for amnesty. A similar 

pattern emerged in the first hearings held in Cape Town, Johannesburg and 

Mmabatho, where at most a handful of victims were asked if they forgave the 

perpetrator. 25  

This is not to say that reconciliation does not feature in these and other hearings. 

It does, but as we show below, in rather varied ways. In welcoming victims and 

                                                      
22 Greg Grandin and Thomas M. Klubock, ‘Editors’ Introduction,’ Radical History Review, 97, 
Winter 2007 (Special Issue on Truth Commissions), p. 5. 
23 For an explanation of the different kind of hearings held by the TRC, see Introduction, p. 37, fn 
47. 
24 Wilson, The Politics of Truth and Reconciliation, p. 174. 
25 Our impression is further born out by Kay McCormick, Mary Bock and Anne Verbist-
Serokonyane, who looked at 246 testimonies from eight different hearings in all four TRC 
regions, unpublished paper, ‘Interactive Narration at the Human Rights Violations Hearings of 
South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission.’ See also Audrey R. Chapman, ‘The TRC’s 
Approach to Promoting Reconciliation in the Human Rights Violations Hearings’ and 
‘Perspectives on the Role of Forgiveness in the Human Rights Violations Hearings’ in Chapman 
and Van der Merwe, eds., Truth and Reconciliation in South Africa. Both these chapters, based on 
close reading and quantitative analysis of a sample of hearings, similarly find little evidence to 
support the notion that TRC commissioners routinely raised reconciliation or forgiveness with 
deponents or explicitly pressured them to do so. At the same time Chapman does raise significant 
concerns – for example, that commissioners tended to regard reconciliation and forgiveness as 
being interpersonal rather than societal – and goes some way towards attempting to 
disaggregate these concepts and how they were understood by different parties within the TRC 
arena.       
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the public, Archbishop Tutu would frequently refer to the important business of 

reconciliation and there is certainly constant affirmation of those who do express 

forgiveness, who are regularly commended by him for being ‘incredible people.’ 

In other words, reconciliation is one of the discourses to be heard at the hearings 

but is arguably not necessarily the dominant one. In some cases, victims initiate 

discussion; in others Commissioners (especially particular Commissioners) 

directly put questions on reconciliation, but often in a fairly open ended way. In 

some instances victims refuse the notion of forgiveness and reconciliation to the 

obvious unease of some Commissioners, but equally their anger is sometimes 

allowed and openly legitimated and acknowledged. 

At the George victim hearings, Geoffrey Yalolo (on his own volition) raised the 

issue of ‘reconciliation.’ 

MR YALOLO:  Even now it’s very difficult to be in [peace] with the one 

who assaulted you and yet you are still having pains from the assault he 

did to you. Unless you can get help that maybe can settle things down, but 

if there are still pains, it’s very difficult to be in peace with that person. 

MARY BURTON (Commissioner): Thank you Mr Yalolo, we do recognize 

that it is very hard to be reconciled when people have not showed any 

repentance for the things that they have done. And we hope that maybe 

not quickly because these things don’t happen quickly, it will work in 

people’s hearts to come forward and to show signs of remorse and to 

apologize so that we can move forward and people can be reconciled with 

one another. We are not asking you to hide your pain and your anger, it’s 

good that you are able to show it and to say those things.26 

Similarly, at Johannesburg victim hearings, Sepati Mlangeni, the wife of human 

rights lawyer, Bheki Mlangeni, killed by a bomb placed in a Walkman,27 raised 

her concerns regarding amnesty and forgiveness:  

                                                      
26 Testimony of Geoffrey Yalolo, Human Rights Violation Hearing, George, 19 June 1996, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/hrvtrans/george/ct00553.htm accessed on 19 July 2018.. 
27 An audio cassette player, with earphones. The explosives were placed inside the earphones and 
detonated when the cassette player was turned on. 

http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/hrvtrans/george/ct00553.htm
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MS MLANGENI:  Other issues that I’m getting from the newspapers is that 

Eugene de Kock is going to ask amnesty from you. I, I, I contest this. 

Eugene, when he did what he did, he knew. He knew that someone would 

die. Today, I’m a widow, I’m an outcast in our society. Because I’m a widow, 

in our society, our community, you are associated with all sorts of things 

when you are a widow… So that when this person comes to you to ask for 

amnesty how do you forgive such a person? If I can find an answer to this 

question, how do you go about forgiving this person who is a cruel 

murderer who killed a defenceless person… I would like the commission to 

assist me there. 

YASMIN SOOKA (Commissioner): Thank you, Sepati. I want to say to you 

that it is true that people apply for amnesty but that you are not obliged to 

forgive them and if you want to oppose the amnesty application when it is 

made then you have the right to do so. But we will certainly try on your 

behalf to find out the things that you are asking us to find out: why the 

parcel came to Bheki and how Eugene could do this. I thank you for coming 

to us and for telling us your story and I thank you for the courage with 

which you sit here and tell it as well.28 

Nor was reconciliation conceived in a single, Christian frame. Even Wilson, who 

is highly critical of the ‘meta-narratives’ that he sees as framing the TRC, 

concedes that several variant understandings of reconciliation competed within 

the TRC, one of which he termed ‘the religious redemptive narrative.’29  These 

approaches, he suggests, attained hegemony in different sites of the TRC.  In 

clarifying the concepts and principles underlying its work, the TRC itself eschews 

the Christian notion of reconciliation: 

The experiences of the Commission…. highlighted the potentially 

dangerous confusion between a religious, indeed Christian, 

understanding of reconciliation… and the more limited, political notion of 

                                                      
28 Unfortunately, the transcript on the TRC website for this testimony is incomplete. This version 
is transcribed by the author from the film, La Commission de la Verite, directed by Andre van In, 
1999. 
29 Wilson, The Politics of Truth and Reconciliation, pp. 104-110. 
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reconciliation applicable to a democratic society. Many people … were 

concerned about the imposition of a notion of reconciliation — associated 

with contrition, confession, forgiveness and restitution — on a diverse 

and divided society attempting to consolidate a fragile democracy.30  

Ultimately the Report anchors reconciliation in a more secular and civic 

domain.31  This does not mean that there were not Commissioners and 

Committee members whose own Christian identity extensively shaped their 

interactions with victims at public hearings. Commissioners such as Dr Khozo 

Mgojo would persistently draw Biblical analogies to victims’ accounts. 

DR MGOJO: Mama, this is a very painful and tough story. Myself as a 

Christian who reads the Bible and who believes in Christianity, it reminds 

me of the words that I read which were uttered by a 33-year-old man, his 

name was Jesus, at the time that he was being tortured just before he got 

killed. Jesus prophesied. He looked at the woman and he looked at the 

children and when he saw a certain woman he said the woman should not 

cry for him but they should cry for themselves as well as their children.32   

This was not only a one-way process. Victims and perpetrators themselves very 

frequently adopt religious language in their testimony to the Commission. The 

hearings certainly gave space to the religious-redemptive approach to 

reconciliation, but this is not the only voice to be heard from the TRC and its 

Commissioners and staff at the hearings. This type of metonymic representation 

of Archbishop Tutu or those who pursued the reconciliation or theological issues 

as the ‘voice’ of the TRC is to silence other voices that speak in the TRC. It is an 

act of silencing to cast all Commissioners in the same mindset. Commissioners 

did not share a unanimous view on either reconciliation or theological 

approaches, and this was the site of some tension.33  There were others in the 

                                                      
30 TRC, Report, Volume One, p. 108. 
31 TRC, Report, Volume One, pp. 106-110. 
32 Dr Mgojo, at the Human Rights Violation Hearing , Empangeni, KwaZulu-Natal,  5 November 
1996, http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/hrvtrans/empang/empang2.htm accessed on 19 July 2018.  
33 See for example, Alex Boraine’s mixed feelings about the role of religion in the TRC in A Country 
Unmasked, pp. 79, 81-2, 101, 265-8. See also Piet Meiring’s description of efforts by the 
Johannesburg Commissioners to downplay the religious aspects of opening and closing hearings 
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TRC who were sceptical or even hostile to the reconciliation project.  

Those trying to fix the primacy of reconciliation in the TRC’s discourse largely 

overlook the amnesty process, which was largely inimical to any focus on 

reconciliation in the hearings. Yet this constituted ultimately the most 

voluminous site of work of the TRC.   

Although neither remorse nor forgiveness were required in order for amnesty to 

be granted, in the early amnesty hearings one evidence leader in particular 

frequently made a point of asking both perpetrators and their victims (or 

relatives) whether they felt reconciled or were prepared to forgive. This, 

however, by no means became general practice. In many instances, perpetrators 

themselves would express remorse or regret, and in some cases victim families 

would respond to this in their testimony or comment on the fact that an 

applicant had not expressed remorse. Some applicants entered a rote apology to 

victims or their families at the end of their cross-examination, on what was 

clearly the advice of their legal representatives, but again this was not standard 

practice. For example, the legal representative of the majority of security force 

applicants specifically regarded this as a personal choice.34 Some applicants 

explicitly resisted expressions of remorse, and instead justified why their actions 

had been legitimate. However, whether amnesty applicants expressed regret or 

not, or whether victims granted forgiveness or not, their statements in this 

regard generally passed unremarked upon by the Amnesty Committee as neither 

were relevant in determining whether amnesty should be granted.  

In rare instances, victims or perpetrators asked to meet or sought discussion on 

questions of forgiveness. In these circumstances, they were often silenced and 

told to hold off until proceedings were over as that was not the business of the 

hearing. As a result, such meetings between victims and perpetrators mainly 

took place in the back corners of the hall as the TRC staff packed up the chairs. A 

handful were recorded by film-makers or journalists, such as the powerful 

                                                      
in Piet Meiring, ‘The Baruti and the Lawyers: The Role of Religion in the TRC Process’ in Villa-
Vicencio and Verwoerd, eds., Looking Back, Reaching Forward, pp. 123–124. 
34 Personal communication with Jan Wagener who represented the majority of security force 
applicants, Philadelphia, 2004. 
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encounter between the mothers of slain activists in Cape Town, the so-called 

‘Guguletu 7,’ and the black security policeman involved in the incident. His co-

applicant, a white security policeman, was not part of this meeting. Similarly, 

some journalists sat in on the daily meetings that happened after the formal 

amnesty session between amnesty applicants from a vigilante group, and 

members of the local community who had been directly affected by their reign of 

terror. But these encounters were not recorded in any way by the TRC, or 

accorded any official recognition. Strange behaviour for an organisation 

apparently committed to coercing victim’s to reconcile with their perpetrators. 

The public hearings are often taken by researchers to be the only ‘voice’ of the 

TRC and thus the sole site of evaluation, although some include the Report. 

However, the TRC ‘spoke’ in many different ways and sites. For most victims, 

their interaction with the TRC was through a statement taker and filling in a 

statement form.35 The statement form exhibits no concern with the subject of 

reconciliation (or indeed, theology) whatsoever. The statement-giver is asked if 

they would like to meet the perpetrator(s). The question is not framed in a 

reconciliatory framework and leaves the ‘agenda’ of such a meeting entirely open 

for a host of possibilities. Indeed, many victims responded to this question 

positively, with their goal being that of demanding acknowledgement from the 

perpetrator.  

If the TRC were an institution oriented around reconciliation, it would surely be 

expected that its structures, activities and budgets would be allocated towards 

the goal of reconciliation. This is not the case: resources, human or otherwise, 

were geared towards truth seeking and the question of accountability for gross 

human rights violations. Indeed, while the hearings may have been the domain of 

the Archbishop, a closer examination of the imperatives that drove its day-to-day 

work would demonstrate that it was law rather than theology that dominated. 

Six of the twelve commissioners were legal practitioners, one of whom oversaw 

the Investigation Unit and another two the Human Rights Violations Committee 

(HRVC); a lawyer was appointed to manage the Investigation Unit; while the 

                                                      
35 Only approximately ten percent of those who made statements to the TRC testified at public 
hearings. 
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entire Amnesty Committee consisted of judges and lawyers. For the most part, 

both the HRVC and the Investigation Unit were driven by an agenda of 

accountability rather than reconciliation. 

Further, reconciliation features hardly at all in the five-volume Report. The 

chapter on reconciliation (eighty-five out of two thousand seven hundred and 

thirty-nine pages, namely three percent) is the only substantial place in the 

report, aside from the Archbishop’s introduction (where the subject of 

reconciliation is contained within a rather surprisingly limited six paragraphs 

and God is mentioned only in his closing conclusion).36 Volumes Two and Three, 

which delve into an account of violations, ignore this issue entirely and are 

written in a stark form, not designed to pour balm on wounded souls. This can 

hardly be termed a constitutive element of the Report. Aside from some 

comments in the Foreword to the final two volumes (Volumes Six and Seven) of 

the Report, published in 2003, there is no focus on the issue of reconciliation. If 

reconciliation was such a key framing ideology of the TRC, why is it so 

prominently absent in its Report?   

Images of the TRC as a benign body pursuing reconciliation ignore the fraught 

environment of legal constraints and current and past power relations that 

shaped its trajectory in a subtler manner. A critical analysis is not helped by a 

simplistic approach built upon mere shards of language and image extracted in 

the main from the media.  In short, the ‘reconciliation’ imperative of the TRC is 

decentred by a more substantive consideration of the various practices adopted 

and constantly reworked by the TRC in a highly contested environment. The 

pressures upon the TRC were various: old belongings, current affiliations, legal 

menaces, future prospects, compromises and conditions. These simply do not 

permit studies detached from practice to pass muster. They produce a 

representation emptied of power relations. 

 

                                                      
36 For the chapter on reconciliation, see TRC, Report, Volume Five, pp. 350-435; for the section in 
Archbishop Tutu’s Introduction, see TRC, Report, Volume One, pp. 17-19. 
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Characterisation of political violence 

As the previous chapter argues, what is at stake in many of these representations 

is not only the focus on reconciliation but the kind of reconciliation implied by 

the TRC’s mandate. As Chapter Two argues, perhaps the most compelling 

criticism of the TRC has been the way in which its mandate penned a 

characterisation of political violence that excluded the structural violence of 

apartheid, and confined its gaze to the physical and repressive dimensions of 

apartheid rule that occurred in direct political repression and conflict, rather 

than the structural and everyday violence of apartheid. Whereas tens of 

thousands were affected by direct repression, millions endured the machinations 

of apartheid from cradle to grave through the system of racial classification, the 

pass laws and its associated systems of migrant labour, the creation of far-flung 

artificial ethnic homelands, and the loss of land and citizenship. Further, as noted 

earlier, even racist violence and murders were excluded and did not count. 

Consequently, the TRC’s depiction of the violence of the past was a shrunken and 

attenuated one, focused on a tiny minority of those who suffered direct physical 

violations. This truncation unfortunately represents the borders of violence as 

ending at the perimeter of the individual body rather than entire communities. 

As succinctly expressed by Mahmood Mamdani, this circumscription of the 

mandate had the effect of not only leaving thousands of apartheid functionaries 

unscathed, but allowing the majority of those who benefited from apartheid – 

mainly the broad white population – entirely off the hook. Instead of placing the 

complicity and culpability of beneficiaries centre stage, white South Africans by 

and large were able to claim a false innocence. The reconciliation project of the 

TRC, in this view, was effectively reduced to reconciliation between former 

[male] political enemies, state agents and political activists, rather than a 

reconciliation that addressed and challenged the major cleavages in South 

African society – namely the racial and economic divide.37  

                                                      
37 See for example, Mamdani, ‘A Diminished Truth,’ pp. 38-40 
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Further, the narrowness of the mandate placed restrictions on the TRC’s capacity 

to engage with race and racism, de-centering them as a critical interrogational 

framework, along with several other key constitutive elements of the parameters 

of apartheid, including class, gender and ethnicity. As suggested earlier, this also 

has a gendered dimension and the TRC’s ‘iconic victim of torture, beating or 

killing was also a male victim… (with) profound gender implications for the 

nation-building project.’38 

Indeed, closer attention to the workings of the TRC, its internal discussions and 

debates, would demonstrate that the TRC itself grappled with this over a lengthy 

period, determining in the end that it was but one of a number of institutions and 

initiatives designed to tackle the apartheid legacy and that the abuses associated 

with the routine implementation of apartheid were ‘out of mandate.’39 Although 

wholly inadequately, it attempted to recognise this limitation through its debate 

on whether apartheid was a crime against humanity via its Report, and through 

institutional hearings that attempted to inscribe a wider landscape of direct and 

indirect responsibility for violence. These included hearings on the faith, media, 

legal and business sectors where key figures and representatives presented 

submissions and were questioned by commissioners. Prominently absent were 

the individual testimonies of those who suffered as a consequence of the practice 

and policies of these powerful sectors and institutions. Thus, for example, 

representatives of business and trade unions representing workers made 

submissions to the business hearings, but there were no direct testimonies from 

workers, the unemployed or the rural poor.    

At the same time, the critique of the narrowness of the TRC’s mandate - with 

which we have some sympathy - creates an binary of apartheid violence 

(ordinary/ everyday) and political violence (extraordinary), ignoring the ways in 

which the everyday violence of apartheid was inscribed in each act of torture and 

killing. Testimonies of victims at TRC hearings, notwithstanding the erasure of 

race from its mandate, are narratives rich in the ways political and apartheid 

                                                      
38 See, Chapter Two, p. 124. 
39 At the same time, it should be noted that within international human rights law, violations such 
as forced removals could and should have been seen as forms of ‘ethnic cleansing’ – and thus a 
legitimate domain for truth commissions. 
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violence are represented as continuous rather than as discrete. Even Belinda 

Bozzoli, who reads the TRC as overly concerned with reconciliation as well as 

construing individual victim accounts as part of a national narrative of resistance 

to apartheid, describes testimonies at the Alexandra hearings as follows:  

While ‘human rights abuses’ were defined… as mainly being concerned 

with the kinds of deeply personal tragedies… there was room in this 

hearing for broader issues to be raised. And although… not the 

centrepieces of any story, social and cultural matters were clearly part of 

the generalized experience of apartheid, and part of the discourses within 

which such experiences were retold. In fact, so powerful were these 

aspects that they often ‘burst through’ an individual’s story even when 

they were not specially being asked for… The gross unfairness of 

apartheid; the ways in which blacks and whites were regarded as enemies 

at worst, alienated from one another at best; the presence of, and 

appalling behaviour of hated officialdom; ignorance; poverty; the 

uncared-for children and youth; poor education… One witness spoke 

bitterly of how she had noted that when white students protested they 

were mildly treated; but when black students protested they were 

arrested and shot at. Witnesses felt excluded from knowledge of the 

workings of courts, police stations, mortuaries and other institutions with 

which they, in their moments of suffering had to interact.40   

Criticisms of the TRC’s characterisation of violence go beyond its narrow 

definitions of violence but also to its supposed creation of mutually exclusive and 

unproblematised binary oppositions: state/liberation movement, white/black 

and perpetrator/victim. Yet these critiques also make a number of assumptions 

about the character and outcomes of political violence in the period examined by 

the TRC. Their criticism assumes a fundamental dualism between state and 

liberation movement, between black and white. For example, according to Brent 

Harris: ‘[While] the TRC “uncovered” a multiplicity of positions as well as a 

multiplicity of political conflicts… it tended to reduce these to two positions: one 

                                                      
40 Bozzoli, ‘Public Ritual and Private Transition,’ p. 184. 
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that resisted apartheid and another that defended apartheid...’ An explanatory 

footnote makes clear that these two categories refer mainly to black victims and 

white perpetrators.41  Similar assumptions underlie Mamdani’s critique that ‘the 

TRC’s version of truth was established through narrow lenses, crafted to reflect 

the experience of a tiny minority: on the one hand, perpetrators, being state 

agents, and, on the other, victims, being political activists.’42 

This conjures an image of organised political activists, the so-called beneficiaries 

of the new post-apartheid regime. Yet of the 25 000 people who are estimated to 

have died in political conflict inside South Africa between 1960 and 1994 (the 

TRC’s mandate period),43 only a small number were organised political activists 

(an even smaller fraction armed combatants) or state security force members. As 

Chapter Two notes, this was especially marked in the 1990s where the 

boundaries of political organisation were blurred and violations were frequently 

perpetrated by members of South African society, acting in what they considered 

to be the pursuit of a political aim rather than by members of political 

organisations acting on the express orders of their superiors.44 Nearly three 

quarters of those killed died in the final four years of apartheid rule from 1990-

1994 as a result of inter-civilian clashes, covertly encouraged by the state. The 

effect of this, discussed in the previous chapter, is to assume that reconciliation 

involves only the white state as perpetrator and black citizen as victim. This very 

closed and selective depiction of violence excludes and silences the vast majority 

of victims who made statements to the TRC, the majority of whom were ordinary 

civilians caught up in escalating violence. In these depictions, the IFP, for 

example, as both victim and perpetrator is obliterated and their experience is 

silenced. For the bulk of TRC victims, reconciliation would involve their 

neighbour, the village on the hill opposite, the local warlord. 

A further binary said to underlie the TRC’s understanding of South Africa’s 

political conflict is that of victim and perpetrator. As expressed by Posel and 

                                                      
41 Harris, ‘The Archive, Public History and the Essential Truth,’ p. 168. 
42 Mamdani, ‘Diminished Truth,’ p. 38. 
43 See Introduction, p. 90, fn79 and Conclusions and Future Itineraries, pp. 317-324 for a 
discussion of this statistic. 
44 TRC, Report, Volume Three, pp. 4 –5. 
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Simpson, the TRC’s ‘“truth” would be told in terms of simple moral binaries of 

“victim” and “perpetrator”, associated with unambiguous judgments of right and 

wrong. There was no place here to explore moral ambiguities born of the politics 

of complicity or collaboration under apartheid.’45  

The TRC became sharply aware of this issue quite soon after it began receiving 

statements and conducting hearings. From statement-takers to commissioners, 

the TRC recognised that the borders between victim and perpetrator were 

uncertain and far from clear-cut. As its Report points out, 

[T]he categories [of victims and perpetrators] are not, however, mutually 

exclusive. Thus, for example, a person who may, in one situation, be a 

victim of severe ill-treatment by the police may, in another, become a 

perpetrator of a gross violation of human rights through his or her killing 

of a political opponent. This position was applied to a large majority of 

violations, which took place as a result of what might loosely be termed 

civilian conflict.46  

Nevertheless, the structuring of the TRC Report largely around perpetrator 

groupings perhaps obscures this, in the sense that the perpetrators and the 

victim ‘exist’ in different modes in different places in the Report in unconnected 

ways and seals them without correspondence. An artificial separation results, 

driven largely by the legal requirement specified in the Act, discussed earlier, to 

allocate responsibility for gross human rights violations. Even so, there are 

significant moments in the Report, particularly in the sections dealing with the 

1990s, where the blurring of victim and perpetrator identities is far more 

evident. The phenomenon of Self Defence Units (SDUs), where local ANC-aligned 

youth formed armed ‘protection’ groups which at times engaged in fratricidal 

conflicts with opposing political organisations, are an explicit representation of 

the complexity of fixing a victim or perpetrator label onto an individual or 

                                                      
45 Posel and Simpson ‘Introduction,’ p. 10. 
46 TRC, Report, Volume One, p. 72.  
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grouping. Many SDU members had suffered close or personal losses in the 

conflict and had themselves engaged in brutal attacks. 

SDU commander in Thokoza, Victor Wanda ‘Muchacho’ Mabaso applied for 

amnesty for the abduction and killing of a suspected IFP member Bheki Khanyile 

in September 1993. Khanyile was taken to a field outside a nearby school where 

Mabaso and others took turns shooting him with an AK47. Mabaso’s own parents 

had previously been killed in conflicts with the IFP. 

CHAIRPERSON: One last aspect I want to cover with you. It is perhaps a 

sensitive issue, but I need to know what your attitude would be. When you 

killed… how did you feel yourself? 

MR MABASO: As I’ve already explained... I did not have the heart. I felt 

nothing… [A]t that time I did not have a problem. If it was possible I would 

kill even ten people because I did not have a heart at that time. I was hurt 

because of my parents that were killed. I did not have a heart. I was going 

to do whatever so as to protect myself.47 

Indeed, critics have barely engaged with the amnesty hearings, where the 

blurring of borders between victim and perpetrator was often explicitly 

apparent, and where the agency of collaborators was most evident. These grey 

areas are perhaps best represented by askaris, former liberation movement 

guerrillas who ‘turned’ and served the security forces. The askaris are associated 

with acts of great brutality and betrayal after enduring severe torture 

themselves and enduring ongoing threats to their lives by both new masters and 

their old. The TRC’s work brought the askari to prominent public notice.  

MK operative Christopher Mosiane, abducted by the Eastern Transvaal Security 

Police from Swaziland in April 1984 and ‘turned’ to become an askari, told the 

Amnesty Committee that he was given the choice ‘to co-operate or simply 

disappear.’ He described himself thus: ‘Let me put it this way. I was a soldier 

                                                      
47 Testimony at Amnesty Hearing, Johannesburg, 2 February 1999, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99020118_jhb_990202jh.htm accessed on 19 
July 2018. 
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Chapter Three 

 

 163 

 

before I was abducted. At that time I was a soldier of conscience and … I was 

turned into an askari. I still remained a soldier, against my conscience.’48 

The state strategy of contra-mobilisation (a central tenet of counter-insurgency 

theory and strategy) that was widely implemented in South Africa from the mid 

1980s, is one in which the categories of victim and perpetrator are thrown into 

disarray.49 As a strategy, contra-mobilisation sought to find and encourage or 

build sectors of the ‘oppressed’ to oppose the liberation movements. Through 

this strategy, segments of the ‘oppressed’ came to oppose each other violently 

and entire communities were engulfed in a spiral of violence. The IFP is probably 

the example par excellence of this strategy. The IFP, an organisation that 

successfully mobilised some of the most impoverished sector of the ‘oppressed’ – 

rural black communities and migrant hostel dwellers - was found by the TRC to 

have committed the greatest number of killings, indeed exceeding those of the 

state.50 While the TRC certainly emphasised the links between the IFP and state 

security forces, arguably it did not present the IFP as simply an ‘agent of the 

state’ as is common in public and some academic representations.  

At the same time, it is true that the victim hearings tended to seal victims in a 

frame of passive ‘innocence’ rather than active agency. A notion of unengaged 

victimhood came to prevail in the HRV hearings that seemingly did not permit 

active engagement in struggle. Witnesses tended to obscure any aspect of the 

violation that may have offset their ‘blamelessness’ in any respect. Thus, victims 

were almost always shot while ‘going to the shop’ or ‘walking past a 

demonstration,’ and almost never shot while throwing stones, attacking a 

collaborator, looting a shop, or any of the minor or major acts of protest during 

the 80 507 unrest-related incidents recorded by police in the period from 

September 1, 1984 to April 14, 1992.51 This became something of a wry joke 

                                                      
48 Testimony at Amnesty hearing, Pretoria, 21 July 1999, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99071923_pre_990721pt.htm accessed on 19 
October 2008.  For more on Vlakplaas and askaris, see TRC, Report, Volume Two, p. 317; Volume 
Six, pp. 217–21. 
49 See the discussion on contramobilisation in TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 297 -312. 
50 TRC, Report, Volume Three, p. 9 and Volume Five, p. 232. 
51 Major-General Herman D. Stadler, The Other Side of the Story: A True Perspective (Pretoria: 
Contact Publishers, 1997), p. 179. 
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amongst some TRC researchers – that the police preferred to shoot the shoppers 

rather than the demonstrators. Research and investigation would often indicate 

a scenario where the victim was far more directly involved. 

A former staff member from the Peru TRC recognised the phenomenon, referring 

to it as being ‘struck by lightning,’52 where the violation hit the victim as a bolt 

from the blue, disconnected from context or unrelated to any political activity the 

victim may have been involved in. These silences came to prevail right from the 

first victim hearings. An ANC struggle veteran from the 1960s to the 1980s who 

testified about enduring severe torture, harassment and many periods of 

detention, brought Archbishop Desmond Tutu to tears in a much-publicised 

scene. The victim, however, did not talk about his role as leader of the Amabutho 

youth militants associated with the United Democratic Front, who enforced the 

consumer boycotts and served as the shock troops in the fratricidal conflicts 

between the UDF and AZAPO (Azanian People’s Organisation) and later the Ama-

Afrika movement. Similarly a man blinded by police bullets was later found to 

have chaired a particularly brutal ‘people’s court,’ and was implicated in several 

criminally motivated murders and assaults, including the burning to death of two 

elderly people in their shack. These were not mentioned in his testimony. 

This is not to suggest that a perpetrator lurks within each victim. But it does 

pertinently challenge the notion that the power to determine victims’ self-

representations resided purely with the TRC. Instead, these self-representations 

put forward by victims and witnesses were not mere mirror reflections of what 

the TRC wanted to hear. Victims themselves were part of drawing this boundary 

and circumscribing their role as mere recipients of violations rather than active 

in any aspect. In some cases even the most militant and ‘hardened’ operatives 

chose self-representations that were about vulnerability and suffering rather an 

account of their active agency in struggle. There were other sides to self-

representation. In some instances, witnesses or victims chose to describe 

themselves as comrades in a youth organisation when they were not, or elevate 

themselves to activist or even guerilla status perhaps. These self-representations 

                                                      
52 Conversations with former Peruvian truth commission staff member, Eduardo Gonzalez. 
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could shift and change even within the boundaries of the TRC. For example, 

families of ANC members killed in a security force raid in Botswana in June 1985 

described their sons as guerillas in MK at the victim hearing, but denied these 

military links to MK at a later amnesty hearing at which Security Police sought 

amnesty for their role in identifying targets for the raid.53 

In short, the power of representation was not that of the TRC alone. Bock, 

McCormick and Raffray argue,  ‘[The] narratives of the HRV Hearings were 

jointly constructed, growing out of the interaction between commissioners and 

testifiers.’54 Yet even this does not capture the multiple influences: from the 

piercing wail by Nomonde Calata at the first victim hearing in East London to the 

obfuscatory antics of legal representatives in the later amnesty hearings, 

participants in these hearings – victims, perpetrators, audience (actual and 

imagined), lawyers and media – were as much part of shaping the landscape of 

the hearings as Commissioners and officials of the TRC.55  

 

Consensual History and Egalitarian Violence 

Here we explore the notion that the TRC sought to construct ‘a single, national 

account – an overview, which could serve as the basis for a shared history, a 

common, collective understanding.’56 There are two aspects here with which we 

                                                      
53 See testimony of Emma Mtsweni at the Human Rights Violation hearing, Leandra, 3 June 1997, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/hrvtrans/leandra/mtsweni.htm and the cross-examination of 
Busisiwe Mokoena on 21 November 2000, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/2000/2001121j.htm accessed on 19 October 2008. 
54  Mary Bock, Kay McCormack and Claudine Raffray, ‘Fractured Truths: Multiple Discourses in 
South Africa's Truth and Reconciliation Commission,’ unpublished seminar paper presented at 
the University of Cape Town, Centre for African Studies Seminar, 30 August 2000, p. 19.  
55 For further discussion on the shaping of the hearing spaces, see Bock et al, ‘Fractured Truths’; 
McCormick et al, ‘Interactive Narration’; Annelies Verdoolaege, ‘The Human Rights Violations 
Hearing of the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission: A Bridge between Individual 
Narratives of Suffering and a Contextualising Master-Story of Reconciliation,’ paper presented to 
a workshop on Comparative Perspectives on Truth, University of the Witwatersrand, August 2002; 
and Leigh Payne, ‘Confessional Performances: Perpetrators’ Testimonies to the South African 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission,’ paper presented at the Centre for African Studies seminar, 
University of Cape Town, May 22, 2002. 
56 Bundy, ‘The Beast of the Past,’ p. 14. 
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take issue: the assertion that the TRC sought to produce History and the extent to 

which such a history would provide a consensual account. 

One of the assumptions fostered by academics assessing the work of the TRC, 

and most particularly by historians, is that the TRC’s central task was historical 

recovery and that its Report should have been an historical account. The 

legislative brief contained in the TRC Act57 to provide ‘as complete a picture as 

possible’ in a comprehensive report has been interpreted as an injunction to 

write history. Thus, for example, Colin Bundy asserts that  

[It] goes without saying that the TRC was charged with writing an official 

history… Ultimately… although the TRC wrestled with its brief, it failed to 

get a proper grip on it… [T]he result is a report that presents a 

structurally fragmented historical account.58  

A range of other scholars echo the view that the TRC’s Report provides a weak 

historical analysis and fails to provide a coherent and integrated history of South 

Africa’s past. Richard Wilson suggests that the TRC Report lacks ‘any overarching 

and unified historical narrative, [providing] only a moralizing narrative 

predicated upon a notion of “evil”.’59  Deborah Posel argues that with 

[W]ith little explanatory and analytical power, the report reads less as a 

history, more as a moral narrative about the fact of wrongdoing across the 

political spectrum, spawned by the overriding evil of the apartheid 

system…60  

Further she suggests that the Report fails ‘to integrate and synthesise… Instead, 

severing “motive” from “cause”, and disconnecting both from the narration of 

individual cases, the Report deprives itself of one of the essential tools of 

historical analysis.61    

                                                      
57 TRC Act. 
58 Bundy ‘The Beast of the Past,’ p. 13. 
59 Wilson, The Politics of Truth and Reconciliation, p. 34.  
60 Posel ‘The TRC Report,’ p. 148. 
61 Posel, ‘The TRC Report,’ p. 160. 
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More recently, Noor Nieftagodien, argued that 

 The TRC was hamstrung by its mandate so that it had to focus on 

particular forms of offences. As a history project it didn’t critically engage 

the underlying processes that contributed to apartheid and to change. It 

worked within the easy binaries of good and evil; victim and perpetrator, 

which foreclosed on any real inquiry into historical processes, including 

the complexities of causality and effect. Individuals and organizations, 

even narratives, were pigeonholed as either good or bad. It lacked the 

kind of complexity proper history can and does provide.62 

Reading some of these responses to the TRC and its Report, one could be forgiven 

for believing that there was an expectation that the TRC would produce a 

materialist, social history of South Africa. 

A closer reading of the TRC Act and its staffing would show that a far more 

limited, less scholarly excavation of the past was intended by the legislators. The 

notion that the primary task of the TRC was a historical one reduces its project to 

an intellectual enterprise, a profound misapprehension of its undertaking and 

institutional character. Indeed, it is worth pointing out that the genealogy of the 

TRC Report is not South African historiography. Its cousins are not The Making of 

Apartheid or The Rise and Fall of the South African Peasantry. 63 Its lineage is 

instead the Argentine truth commission’s 1984 report Nunca Mas (Never Again), 

the 1993 Rettig Report of the Chilean truth commission and the El Salvador truth 

commission’s 1993 report, From Madness to Hope.64 The texts and trajectories of 

these prior truth commissions and other international transitional justice 

initiatives had strong weight in shaping the itinerary of the TRC and the index of 

                                                      
62 Cited in Christopher Saunders and Cynthia Kros, ‘Conversations with Historians,’ South African 
Historical Journal, 51 (2004), pp. 1-2. 
63 Deborah Posel, The Making of Apartheid, 1948-1961: Conflict and Compromise (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1991), Colin Bundy, The Rise and Fall of the South African Peasantry (London: 
Heinemann Books, 1979).  
64 Nunca Mas: Report of CONADEP, National Commission on the Disappearance of Persons (London: 
Faber and Faber in association with Index on Censorship, 1986); Report of the Chilean National 
Commission on Truth and Reconciliation (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1993); 
From Madness to Hope: The 12-Year War in El Salvador: Report of the Commission on the Truth for 
El Salvador, UN Doc. S/25500, Annex, 1993; reprinted in United Nations, The United Nations and 
El Salvador: 1990 – 1995 (New York: United Nations, 1995), pp. 290 – 414. 
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its report. This international context is often ignored by local academics who 

scrutinise the TRC solely as an instrument of the new state.  

These prior truth commission reports are marked by significant differences in 

size, scope, language, and orientation, reflecting the fact that no international 

consensus exists on methodology and content. Many reports include similar 

features, sections and methodologies.65  The subsequent Guatemalan 

commission’s report, Memoria del Silencio (Memory of Silence), is the only to 

include an extensive historical section. All these reports battle with institutional, 

political and legal constraints; the dimensions of time, space and voice; and how 

to give both chronological and regional concerns adequate attention. Some move 

more decisively into the terrain of contextual analysis, others remain firmly 

within an empirical narrative. Some are effusively descriptive, others more 

circumspect and restrained. Indeed an argument that had some influence on the 

TRC was that the report of a truth commission should position itself outside of 

the field of historiographical and political debate, so as to avoid being pegged as 

merely another voice, associated with long-standing contests.66   

A great deal of criticism, we suspect, stems from the disregard of the TRC’s 

imperative of establishing responsibility for gross human rights violations. Not 

only was the task explicitly stated in the Act67 (yet persistently ignored by 

historical scholarship), but it was also one of the most common pleas from 

                                                      
65 Some of these common areas include, for example, an outline of the formation, structures and 
policies of the key perpetrator groupings, commentary on the judicial system, and individual 
cases.   
66 This view was put forward by several participants in a discussion on truth commissions at the 
Harvard Law School. See H. Steiner, ed., Truth Commissions: A Comparative Assessment 
(Cambridge, Mass: World Peace Foundation, 1997), pp. 15-17. See also Chapter One, pp. 72 and 
pp. 105-106. At the same time, Brent Harris has argued that it is precisely through the attempt to 
position itself outside (or above) historiographical or political debate that the TRC constructs its 
authority. See Harris, ‘The Archive, Public History and the Essential Truth.’ 
67 See Sections 4 (a) ‘Functions of the Commission,’ Act No 34 of 1995: Promotion of National 
Unity and Reconciliation Act, 1995: “….the Commission shall (a) facilitate, and where necessary 
initiate or coordinate, inquiries into  - (i) gross violations of human rights, including violations 
which were part of a systematic pattern of abuse; (ii) the nature, causes and extent of gross 
violations of human rights, including the antecedents, circumstances, factors, context, motives 
and perspectives which led to such violations;  (iii) the identity of all persons, authorities, 
institutions and organisations involved in such violations;  (iv) the question whether such violations 
were the result of deliberate planning on the part of the State or a former state or any of their 
organs, or of any political organisation, liberation movement or other group or individual; and  (v) 
accountability, political or otherwise, for any such violation. …” (our emphasis). 
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victims: ‘Who was responsible?’ As Andre du Toit notes, the imperative of 

making findings and locating accountability is perhaps the most dominant frame 

of the Report68 — and, we would add, its work over several years, particularly by 

the Investigation Unit and the Research Department. The issue of responsibility 

for GVHRs propelled a great deal of the focus on ‘victims’ and ‘perpetrators,’ and 

was accentuated by the refusal of key parties and institutions to accept direct or 

indirect accountability. As the TRC moved from its public hearings to its findings 

and Report, this focus intensified, and was far more dominant than any concern 

with reconciliation or constructing historical narratives. Indeed, the 

accountability lens forced a different reckoning and often drove against concerns 

with reconciliation. Yet Posel, for instance, conflates these findings of 

responsibility and accountability with moral judgments, rather than locating 

these findings within the discourse of international human rights, and most 

specifically concerns to end impunity. 

This is not to suggest that the TRC Report did not provide an opportunity for a 

different engagement with the past, and that it could have interpreted its 

mandate’s injunction to present ‘as complete a picture as possible’ or identifying 

the ‘antecedents’ to gross violations of human rights’ more powerfully. Indeed, to 

some degree, this thinking was reflected within the TRC in the early days of its 

existence and even in initial discussions on the Report. Yet the institutional 

character of the TRC, the political party submissions, the ‘accountability 

hearings’69 and evidence emerging from HRV and amnesty hearings, research 

and investigation, centred the Report around different concerns.70 

Of course, for those who work within a framework that is interested in the 

multiple ways and sites in which history is represented, patently the TRC did 

engage in ‘the production of history.’ Yet, while truth commissions offer a rare 

and direct public engagement with the past by a range of different actors, public 

                                                      
68  See Du Toit, ‘The Product and the Process,’ p. 2. 
69 These would include the recall of political parties around specific questions arising from their 
submissions and the evidence emerging from the political party hearings, as well as the 
subsequent armed forces and security policy hearings.  
70 The ways in which accountability structured the Report has been covered extensively in the 
Introduction and Chapter One. 
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historians have by and large tended to overlook the multiple and competing 

images of pastness, in favour of a representation of the TRC that is singular and 

inert. Where there has been some recognition of diverse narratives, these are 

reduced to a victim voice and a single TRC discourse that absorbs and digests 

difference in favour of a master narrative of reconciliation and/or resistance. 

This we contend has had the effect of writing off non-academic representations 

rather than expanding the domain of public scholarship.  

An exception to this is the work of American historian David Thelen, who argues 

that both historians and the TRC foreclosed and blunted the power of 

testimonies at the public hearings by attempting to ‘impose narrative order and 

larger contexts’ either in order to explore larger historical narratives or to 

explain human rights abuses. Instead Thelen is interested in the ways people 

make use of the past, and how specifically testifying at a public hearing provided 

a moment of re-enactment that enabled testifiers and via them, the broader 

public, to explore ‘(the) horizons of possibility and constraint from which they 

made — or deferred — choices about what to say or do.’71      

However, in general, both public and social historians agree that the TRC tried to 

construct a consensual view of the past that would allow the nation to ‘close the 

door on the past.’ Thus, in Posel’s words, ‘the idea of reconciliation was also 

explicitly tied to the project of nation-building, “imagining” a new form of 

national community based on a “collective memory”, a “shared” history.’72 In 

order to effect this ‘shared history,’ a complex acrobatic act needed to be 

performed. On the one hand, the violence of apartheid had to be represented as 

unconscionable; resistance against it noble. On the other hand, the nation would 

be induced to recognise that in the struggle to end apartheid, all sides had 

committed human rights abuses, but through the contrition of perpetrators and 

the willingness of victims to be reconciled, a new moral order would be 

constructed. 

                                                      
71 David Thelen, ‘How the Truth and Reconciliation Commission Challenges the Ways We Use 
History,’ South African Historical Journal, 47 (2002), pp. 162-190, 164. 
72  Posel, ‘The TRC Report,’ p. 149. 
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Indeed, TRC officials mirrored this view in some statements. In October 1997, 

TRC Commissioner Richard Lyster caused something of a public controversy 

when he suggested that one of the tasks of the TRC was to establish a ‘publicly 

sanctioned history that could be taught in schools.’ This was important so that 

‘the nation is not left with a number of contradictory versions of our history 

which “serve narrow and regional nationalism, factional interests and legitimize 

the ideologies of those who wish to wage civil war”.’73 Around the same time, 

TRC Research Director Charles Villa-Vicencio suggested ‘the need is to write a 

report that provides the basis for a new communal and inclusive memory. The 

notion of contributing to the emergence of an inclusive heritage on which the 

nation can draw in its pursuit of a human rights culture is a crucial part of the 

work of the Commission…’ At the same time he cautioned that creating such a 

memory ‘decidedly does not include the imposition of a “master narrative”. 

Indeed, there is a case to be made for what has been called a story of an 

“unreconciled past”. There is a need to recognize the depth of past differences as 

an incentive to rise above them.’74 

But again these are not the only voices of the TRC. The same article, which 

quoted Lyster, noted that his view had been ‘unequivocally repudiated’ by 

Commissioner Mary Burton who argued:  

[T]here can never be one truth, and certainly not a single truth, as defined 

and decreed by the majority… While the Commission is able to make 

statements about numerous individual acts – who were the perpetrators 

and who the victims – writing an actual history is a task that will test the 

Commission to its limit. And, even if it produced something substantial, it 

could not be a definitive version… The great contribution of the 

Commission may lie in the wealth of documentary material it will make 

available to future historians.75  

                                                      
73 Hermann Giliomee, ‘“Officially sanctioned” is perverse,’ Cape Times, 9 October 1997. 
74 Charles Villa Vicencio, ‘When the free shall set the truth,’ Cape Times, 16 October 1997. 
75 Cited in H. Giliomee, Cape Times, 9 October 1997. Also see Introduction, p. 37, fn 49 for 
discussion on oversight and control of the TRC archive. 
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In the end, the Report made little attempt to provide such an official or 

consensual history, considerably reducing its ambitions to the much quoted view 

of Michael Ignatieff that ‘All that a truth commission can achieve is to reduce the 

number of lies that can be circulated unchallenged in public discourse.’76 Indeed, 

as we have argued above, the non-narrative framing of the Report has been 

criticised precisely for its refusal to present a unified and integrated view of the 

TRC’s thirty year mandate period.  

It can of course be argued that Archbishop Tutu construes a kind of egalitarian 

violence (‘our country is soaked in the blood of her children of all races and of all 

political persuasions’) 77 in his opening paragraph in his Foreword chapter that 

precisely attempts to create a consensual and inclusive view based on a 

universality of suffering. However, the rest of the Report, especially the findings 

chapter where the TRC decisively held the former state to be overwhelmingly 

accountable, is at decided odds with these lines.78   

The notion of a consensual history linked to the nation-building project assumes 

a commonality between the TRC and the ANC dominated government. Yet 

neither in its hearings, its internal workings nor in its Report did the TRC 

uncritically espouse the views of the ANC or government. Contrary to 

expectations in official circles that the views of political parties would be aired 

first, the TRC determined that the first of the public hearings would be victim 

hearings. By making the first public voice a victim voice, the TRC sought to place 

violations, rather than party narratives centre-stage. Beyond this, the TRC and 

the ANC shared something of a fractious relationship, disagreeing on key issues, 

not least the ANC’s initial position that its members would not be required to 

apply for amnesty as they had fought for a just cause. Further, the expectations 

                                                      
76 M. Ignatieff, ‘Articles of Faith,’ Index on Censorship, 5 (1996), p. 113. 
77 The full quote of the opening paragraph of the TRC Report reads: ‘All South Africans know that 
our recent history is littered with some horrendous occurrences - the Sharpville and Langa 
killings, the Soweto uprising, the Church Street bombing, Magoo's Bar, the Amanzimtoti Wimpy 
Bar bombing, the St James' Church killings, Boipatong and Sebokeng. We also knew about the 
deaths in detention of people such as Steve Biko, Neil Aggett, and others; necklacings, and the so-
called “black on black” violence on the East Rand and in KwaZulu-Natal which arose from the 
rivalries between IFP and first the UDF and later the ANC. Our country is soaked in the blood of 
her children of all races and of all political persuasions.’ TRC, Report, Volume One, p. 1. 
78 See TRC, Report, Volume Five, pp. 196 -258. 
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that the TRC would present a view that glorified and sanitised the struggle 

against apartheid did not come to fruition. This disruption is most evident in the 

ANC’s response to the TRC’s proposed findings. The critical eye cast by the TRC 

over various dimensions of the liberation struggle was bitterly opposed by the 

ANC, who declared that the TRC was ‘criminalising’ the liberation struggle:  

The net effect of these [TRC] findings is to delegitimise or criminalise a 

significant part of the struggle of our people for liberation and to subtract 

from the commitment made in our Constitution to honour those who 

suffered for justice and freedom in our land.79  

The TRC’s efforts to attach a strict human rights framework onto a past 

liberation struggle inevitably transgressed heroic conceptions of that struggle. A 

human rights’ discourse, was, after all, a relatively late import into the struggle 

against apartheid in South Africa. The notions of justice and morality that 

informed the liberation struggle drew upon multiple threads, and only more 

recently connected with the approach of international human rights. Far more 

potent infusions were those of African nationalism, of anti-colonial struggle, 

imbued with a socialist rhetoric. In this network of articulations that made up the 

“broad church” of the ANC, the transformation of social and economic power 

relations marched alongside the imperative of formal political democratisation. 

It was only the 1990s era of political transition and negotiations in South Africa, 

coinciding with the collapse of the Eastern bloc, which saw the rise to 

prominence of the language of human rights in the blueprints for the ‘new South 

Africa.’ 

That the TRC had disrupted the kind of heroic history anticipated by the ANC is 

surely evident from the court action instituted by the ANC on the very eve of the 

handover of the TRC Report.80 Nor was the ANC alone in rejecting the TRC’s 

findings: almost every party against whom the TRC made critical findings of 

responsibility resorted to or threatened legal action. Yet these legal skirmishes 

                                                      
79 Deputy President Thabo Mbeki, Joint Sitting of the Houses of Parliament, 25 February 1999, 
National Response to TRC Report. See Chapter One, p. 100, fn 105.  
80 See previous chapter, p. 100. 
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remain invisible in critiques of the TRC, ignored by critics who prefer to ‘fix’ a 

consensual history upon the TRC.  

A conclusion from the margins 

The question must be asked: who is fixing whom? This chapter has sought to 

point to various ways (and there are others not covered here) that certain 

critiques of the TRC themselves fix the TRC in stasis. Against this we have argued 

that there are multiple voices and representations emanating from the TRC. 

There is a noticeable disjuncture between the voices of Archbishop Tutu and 

other theological figures in the TRC and that of the institution as constituted and 

represented in the totality of its work. This work took place over a period of 

more than five years. 

Moreover, these critiques were installed at the very outset of the TRC process 

and, despite significant shifts within the TRC as well as in its relationship with 

the government of the day, remained constant throughout the period of its 

operation and beyond. Consequently, while the TRC may have been conceived as 

a nation-building exercise, the actual trajectory it followed was far more 

disputed and a process of political marginalisation paralleled its academic 

dismissal inside South Africa. The TRC, it seems, was largely discarded by the 

state. This peripheral status poses the question as to whether the TRC, far from 

legitimating the new state, represents from the state’s perspective a failed 

project of nation-building.   

In part, however — and here the critics are right — this marginalisation points in 

part to the manner in which the human rights focus on torture, killings and 

abductions to the exclusion of the wider landscape of apartheid violence 

condemned the TRC to national oblivion, while the dominant legacy of that 

violence — the nexus of race and economic exploitation — took centre stage as 

the key site of debate on transformation from 1999 onwards. At the same time, it 

was precisely the human rights’ lens, its focus on individual victims and 

perpetrators, and the question of accountability, which destabilised rather than 

confirmed the repression/resistance narrative that has framed dominant 
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representations of the South African past. Indeed, human rights ironically 

provided a different lens through which to interrogate violence, and, in so doing, 

enabled a critical distance. In the aftermath of the TRC, key commissioners, 

including Archbishop Tutu, have repeatedly found themselves at loggerheads 

with the ruling party over a number of issues such as HIV AIDS, Zimbabwe and 

the reparations law case being conducted on behalf of victims and victim 

organisations against multinational companies who provided support to the 

apartheid government. More broadly, as Posel herself has more recently 

suggested, the TRC has left a more radical imprint in providing a mode of 

testifying, disclosure and ‘speaking out’ that is widely visible in public life.81 

Yet these developments have seemingly not shaken the notion of the TRC as 

creating the foundational myth of the new nation, whose trajectory is seen as 

unremittingly nationalist. While we contend that such an analysis of South 

Africa’s transition is not helped by an account that silences the disruptions and 

contestations that have accompanied that transition, there is another point to be 

made and this relates to historians and the production of history. 

The Future of the Past conference to which we referred at the outset aimed to 

chart new directions for South African history. In the intervening years, these 

new directions have considerably energised debates both within the academy 

and more broadly in a variety of public institutions. Yet while the new modes of 

history writing offer great power, the engagement with the TRC raises troubling 

questions. If in the end, their engagement and that of the social historians offers 

the same depiction and conclusion, then what has been enabled? How is it that 

despite the critique of the academy’s ownership of ‘the craft of history’ by public 

historians, the weight of their judgment is so similar? And how is it that the 

shape and content of a key object of enquiry, namely nationalism, remains so 

unchanged?  

                                                      
81 Posel, ‘The TRC’s Unfinished Business,’ pp. 86-87. That this was an unintended consequence, as 
Posel notes, does not seem to make the point less valid.  
 



Chapter Three 

 

 176 

 

It is probable that every truth commission receives the most comprehensive and 

systematic criticism from its home intellectuals, and this is certainly the case in 

South Africa. This is as it should be. Yet it seems that this ‘first wave’ of critical 

review by historians barely skimmed the surface of the TRC. Nevertheless, the 

verdicts were pronounced, and the TRC has since become unfashionable as an 

object of historical enquiry in South Africa.  

Aside from disabling the kind of consensual history that the ruling party 

apparently had in mind, there are numerous other instances where the TRC 

unsettled public and political mythologies. These range from the specific to the 

more general (representations of the ANC’s armed struggle or the nature of 

violence in the 1990s). Indeed, the reading of its work provided by the first wave 

of criticism barely touches the ways in which the TRC, at every turn, disrupted 

longstanding accounts of the nature of its recent violent past. This chapter has 

indirectly pointed to these disruptions. The TRC offers multiple opportunities to 

re-examine and re-cast representations of violence.  This type of deeper 

engagement — a ‘second wave’ — is long overdue.
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The following three chapters move away from my engagement with the work 

and legacies of the TRC, returning me to what had formed the core of my 

research at the TRC, namely the apartheid security forces. Much of this work 

circles specifically around the question of counter-revolutionary warfare. While 

the discursive work that this term does in placing insurgency as temporally and 

causatively prior is apparent, the shift to counter-revolutionary warfare in the 

mid-1980s has long marked an almost psychic moment in which the war waged 

by the SADF beyond South Africa’s territorial borders is seen to have ‘come 

home.’1 As Chapter One notes, this is the period on which TRC investigations and 

research predominantly settled. In important respects, the following three 

chapters explore the limits of this move, and the apartheid state’s seeming 

inability to relocate ‘border wars’2 back home. The question of the limit is 

explored here through the covert activities of apartheid security forces in the 

post-1985 period, and most particularly through the policy of ‘disappearing’ 

political opponents, where the question of the body emerges as a distinct theme. 

An invitation by Luise White to present a paper at the ‘Mobile soldiers and the 

(un)national liberation of Southern Africa’ workshop in Sheffield in March 2013 

                                                      
1  The TRC Report refers to the period 1985-1989 as the period in which ‘the war came home.’ 
This description draws on the way in which the scholarship describes the movement of strategies 
from the external to the internal theatre of war. See for example, Michael Evans and Mark Philips, 
‘Intensifying Civil War: The Role of the SADF,’ in Phillip Frankel, Noam Pines and Mark Swilling, 
eds., State, Resistance and Change in South Africa (Johannesburg: Southern Book Publishers, 
1988), p.117.  For a more recent account see Jacques J.P. de Vries, Sandra Swart, ‘The South 
African Defence Force and Horse Mounted Infantry Operations, 1974-1985,’ Scientia Militaria 40 
(3), 2012, p. 399.  
2 As Patricia Hayes notes, the notion of ‘Border wars’ reflects a South African rather than 
Namibian viewpoint and ‘its naming [is] … as polarised as the conflict itself’: Patricia Hayes, 
‘Introduction’ in John Liebenberg and Patricia Hayes, Bush of Ghosts: Life and War in Namibia 
1986–1990 (Cape Town, Umuzi Press, 2010), p.10. 
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provided an opportunity for me to filter counter-revolutionary warfare through 

a different set of concepts and ideas. There were several aspects of the call for 

papers, which I found compelling. In the first place, it sought to bring literature 

on insurgents and counter-insurgents into the same frame, an issue that my 

colleagues and I in the TRC had long recognised as one of the chief shortcomings 

of the way in which research themes had been devised and allocated among 

researchers.3 Secondly, the intention was to do so across Southern Africa, thus 

bringing both the forces and locations of regional liberation struggles, which 

overwhelmingly have been studied discretely, into the same frame. Indeed, this 

was precisely the point: while the histories of the liberation struggles in the 

region have been written as national histories, a closer examination of the 

porousness of physical and metaphorical boundaries between protagonists and 

antagonists, in the words of the call, ‘strained ideas about nation and citizenship 

from the start.’ Thus nationality was not always a marker of who fought for 

whom, complicating the neat divisions and loyalties suggested by a view of the 

region seen through the lens of Cold War orthodoxy, as well as the lines of the 

nation and modes of belonging that came into being at the end of these wars.4 

This seemed to offer a thinking that exceeded the bounds of nation and 

nationalism. 

Reading the call brought to mind a set of documents on the Soweto Intelligence 

Unit (SIU), contained within the security archive of the TRC. The SIU first came to 

my attention during ‘Operation Capture’ in July 1997, just two months after the 

final deadline to submit amnesty applications to the TRC expired when over a 

period of a week, a small team of investigators and researchers had perused the 

approximately 1500 amnesty applications.5 The SIU, described by amnesty 

applicants as a unit responsible for placing deep cover agents (full-time 

policemen) inside ‘enemy’ structures, as well as recruiting and running 

                                                      
3  See Chapter One, p. 79. 
4 Untitled call for papers, December 2011. 
5 The TRC received a total of 7 116 applications form amnesty. An earlier sifting process, 
‘Operation Capture,’ had identified most of these, the overwhelming majority of which had been 
submitted by serving prisoners, as lacking political motive, or otherwise falling outside of the 
TRC mandate. See Fullard and Rousseau, ‘Truth, Evidence and History.’ On ‘Operation Capture’ 
see Chapter One, pp. 78-79.  
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informers, was one of several clusters of applications that I had read through.6 At 

the time, several aspects struck me. Firstly, despite the fact that the SIU was part 

of the Soweto Security Branch, a number of the incidents for which operatives 

applied took place outside South Africa in neighbouring states; secondly, I was 

intrigued by how it came to be that two black Mozambicans worked for the SIU, 

both of whom had also previously been part of the police counter-insurgency 

unit, Koevoet, in Namibia (later I would become aware that several other SIU 

operatives had similarly operated in one or more of South Africa’s ‘bush wars’) ; 

thirdly, ostensibly in order to build credibility and protect their deep-cover 

agents and informers, the SIU engaged in several operations in which they 

purported to be MK guerrillas – false flag operations some of which were in fact 

‘claimed’ by the ANC,7 thus entangling the lines of insurgency and counter-

insurgency. At the time, my interest was of a more narrowly forensic nature, 

linked to the concerns of the TRC mandate – tracking patterns, persons and 

accountability. More than two decades later the issues that I had been following 

during the TRC spoke to the themes that were suggested in the call for papers, 

and provided an opportunity to revisit the SIU in a manner that would also lend 

itself to my interest in rethinking the frames through which counter-

revolutionary warfare has been thought in South African scholarship.  

As indicated previously, the TRC had wide and privileged access to extant 

security documentation, most especially that of the State Security Council (SSC). 

At the same time it did so under extraordinary time restraints; in the lead-up to 

security policy hearings, two researchers had just one week to make sense of an 

extremely rudimentary catalogue, identify important files and locate relevant 

documents for the hearings. While later there was some opportunity to revisit 

and work more carefully through the holdings, this was always going to be 

                                                      
6  The cluster consisted of two separate sets of applications, the first from black security 
policeman, most of whom were potential witnesses for the state in ongoing investigations by the 
Transvaal Attorney General’s office, and the second of mainly white security policeman 
implicated in the disclosures by their black colleagues. 
7 In its second submission to the TRC, and in response to specific questions, the ANC submitted a 
list of operations ‘for which [the] target category and/or responsibility is uncertain.’ See ANC 
Second submission, and transcript of the associated public hearing available at 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/hrvtrans/submit/anc2.htm#Appendix%205; 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/special/party2/anc2.htm accessed 17 June 2018. 

http://justice.gov.za/trc/hrvtrans/submit/anc2.htm#Appendix%205
http://justice.gov.za/trc/special/party2/anc2.htm
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something of a hit and miss affair. Nonetheless, we were astonished at the seams 

of crucial documentation we were able to identify. 

This ‘archival’ work largely took place in 1997, when very few security force 

amnesty applications had been heard. Consequently, aside from some additional 

research and investigation records, my colleagues and I read this documentation 

largely through an overlapping scholarly and activist literature that had emerged 

contemporaneously through the 1970s and 1980s. Accordingly, as Chapter One 

argues, aside from some revision in detail and structure, the TRC largely 

followed this literature, arguing that in the mid-1980s, there was a shift in 

domestic security strategy from counter-insurgency to counter-revolutionary 

warfare. This shift not only ushered in a period of massively intensified 

repression, but was also an admission by the apartheid state that its juridical 

framework was insufficient — despite having expended considerable and 

continuous effort in honing and extending security legislation. According to the 

TRC findings, then, the apartheid state under the rule of P.W. Botha became a 

‘criminal state’ in which tactics of war deployed across the region were deployed 

against an internal enemy. Such tactics included, for example, ‘extra judicial 

elimination’ (including a pattern of ‘disappearing’ activists) as well as attacking 

activist homes with petrol bombs and blowing up offices of liberation movement 

organisations with more lethal explosive devices.  Evidence for such tactics was 

enumerated in victim and, more compellingly, in amnesty applications from 

security force members. 

Yet, read against the massive record of amnesty testimony recorded primarily 

between 1999 and the end of 2000 — i.e. in the aftermath of the TRC’s first 

Report — this was a patchy war by any standards. This was to some extent 

recognised by the TRC at the time; just as Verne Harris asked ‘Why didn’t they 

destroy more [documents],’ a few TRC researchers could sometimes be heard 

discussing ‘How come they didn’t kill more?’ If a question of limit or constraint 

lurked in this question, it was insufficiently formulated and understood more 

along the lines of how the ‘war’ unfolded, rather than an observation requiring a 

more careful interrogation of the frames of knowledge through which security 

policy was read. Colleague Premesh Lalu reminded me at a seminar that the 



Chapter Four 

 

 182 

 

encounter with counter-revolutionary warfare took place through the apparatus 

of reading. This evocation of Ranajit Guha’s ‘Prose of Counter-Insurgency’ 

pointed the issue of constraint in the direction of seeing the discursivisation of 

security strategies and their associated structures (e.g. through notions of ‘Total 

Strategy’ and the National Security Management System, NSMS) as itself a 

problem. In some ways then, this chapter reformulates that question (‘How come 

they didn’t kill more’) asked by TRC researchers, and repeated in both Chapters 

Five and Six in a different direction, one that turns back to this apparatus of 

reading. Although not fully answered in this chapter, the implications of this 

reformulation are developed further in the concluding chapter to this portfolio. 
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Introduction8 

On 27 January 1995, an article in the Sowetan newspaper told the story of a 

young woman, Nokuthula Simelane, who had gone missing in 1982, a week 

before her graduation from the University of Swaziland.9 Alongside the article 

was a photograph: this image of a young Simelane, hand somewhat cheekily on 

hip, looking out and up at the photographer, starkly contradicted the subject 

positions she would come to occupy following the publication of this article. 

Simelane’s story traversed the borders of Swaziland and South Africa, and while 

clearly suggesting that the South African security forces were responsible for her 

disappearance, it also spoke to the wider historical transmigration of families on 

either side of the Swazi border, and of South African families sending their 

children to study in schools and universities of neighbouring countries, thus 

avoiding the prospect of the hated Bantu education system in South Africa.  

The photograph evoked a response: on 6 February 1995, a headline screamed 

‘Cops Trapped and Killed MK Cadre,’ accompanied by a photograph of a 

balaclava-clad figure named ‘Mr X,’ who detailed a story of kidnapping, torture 

and murder by security police.10 Although these events had allegedly taken place 

more than a decade earlier, a criminal case was opened. Shortly thereafter, two 

former security policemen, Willem Coetzee and Anton Pretorius, emerged as key 

suspects in Simelane’s disappearance, and were suspended from police duties. As 

the statements in the case docket accumulated, details of the activities of their 

former unit, the Soweto Intelligence Unit (SIU), began to emerge.11 

Alongside the criminal investigation, an entirely different process was unfolding 

in the national parliament. On 17 May 1995, the enabling legislation of the TRC 

was signed into law,12 and on 16 December 1995 the newly appointed 

                                                      
8 Published as ‘Counter-Revolutionary Warfare: The Soweto Intelligence Unit and Southern 
Itineraries’ Journal of Southern African Studies, 40,6 (2014). This was a part-Special Issue on 
‘Mobile Soldiers and the (Un)National Liberation of Southern Africa’ co-edited by Luise White 
and Miles Larmer. 
9 Sharon Chetty, ‘Missing in Action,’ Sowetan, 27 January 1995. 
10 Sharon Chetty, ‘Cops Trapped and Killed MK Cadre,’ Sowetan, 6 February 1995. 
11 Krugersdorp CAS (Crime Administration System)1263/01/96, MPTT, NPA. 
12 TRC Act. 
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commissioners held their first meeting.13 For the first time, and with 

considerable controversy both locally and among the international human rights 

movement, a truth commission was specifically mandated to oversee an amnesty 

process.14 As an unintended result, the criminal investigation into several 

political cases, including the disappearance of Nokuthula Simelane and the wider 

investigation into the SIU, ground to a halt, as investigators and prosecutors 

waited to see whether suspects in these cases would apply for amnesty.15 In the 

months that followed the establishment of the TRC, just fewer than 270 

policemen, overwhelmingly security police, submitted amnesty applications.16 

Among their number were nine SIU operatives who did so for their involvement 

in the Simelane abduction, as well as for a range of other operations.  

These amnesty applications, products of an encounter between a post-Cold War 

experiment in truth-telling and what had become a homicide investigation, were 

— at their very moment of constitution — unusually negotiated and crafted 

documents. While the energies of guilty perpetrators in criminal investigations 

are primarily directed at keeping the facts under wrap, key requirements for 

amnesty included ‘full disclosure’ for each incident for which applicants had 

applied, that the offence should be ‘politically motivated’ and ‘proportional’ to its 

intended political objective.17 Applications and testimony were undoubtedly 

crafted and shaped to meet such requirements. For security police, few of whom 

supported the political process of the TRC, the decision to apply for amnesty, 

what to apply for, and what to disclose, was a complex calculation based on 

multiple variables – who else had applied and what they had disclosed, who was 

likely to implicate whom, what TRC investigators might uncover, and whether 

government would pursue prosecutions should someone not apply. This 

involved revisiting one’s own career, identifying incidents or moments that could 

                                                      
13 TRC, Report, Volume One, p. 44. 
14 The legitimacy of amnesty was tested at the Constitutional Court – see TRC, Report, Volume 
One, pp. 175–8. For a wider discussion of amnesty and international law, see Ronald C. Slye, ‘The 
Legitimacy of Amnesties Under International Law and General Principles of Anglo-American Law: 
Is a Legitimate Amnesty Possible?’ Virginia Journal of International Law, 43 (2002–3), pp. 174–
247. 
15 Personal communication with former investigators from the Attorney General’s Special 
Investigation Unit. 
16 TRC, Report, Volume Six, p. 182. 
17 For amnesty criteria, TRC Act, 20 (1-3).  
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open one to liability or possible leakage, identifying co-conspirators and 

negotiating with them, or trying to limit damage where co-conspirators fell 

outside one’s power or influence. Whispered conversations, corridor rumours, 

official and clandestine meetings often served to produce uncertainty; strategies 

that were devised and decisions that were made involved negotiating multiple 

loyalties (and enmities) that crossed personal, official and political boundaries. 

Amnesty testimony was similarly mediated and were performative events,18 

addressing multiple audiences (some of whom may not even have been present); 

amnesty applicants were represented and led by legal representatives, and the 

transcripts were frequently the product of simultaneous translation.19  

The establishment and operations of the SIU, to which amnesty applications 

referred, span the period 1981–89. This was a period in which the apartheid 

state pursued its security policy of Total Strategy,20 an approach developed by 

the South African military in South West Africa. Total Strategy drew on the work 

of counter-insurgency experts, notably André Beaufre and later John J. McCuen, 

and provided a mechanism through which the SADF inserted itself into the 

history and trajectory of the Cold War. Its central tenet was that South Africa was 

in the midst of a total, or — as it was phrased from the mid 1980s — a 

revolutionary onslaught, the defeat of which was possible only via a co-ordinated 

and managed total response, in which security became the prism through which 

all levels and policies of government were gathered and singularly directed. 

Overseen by a re-activated State Security Council (SSC), widely regarded as the 

de facto government, the massive edifice of the National Security Management 

System (NSMS) was established, consisting of co-ordinating committees and sub-

                                                      
18 For the TRC as a performative event, see Cole, Performing South Africa’s Truth Commission.  
19 For further detail on amnesty and factors shaping the amnesty process, see, for example, 
Doxtader and Villa-Vicencio (eds), The Provocations of Amnesty: Memory, Justice and Impunity; Du 
Bois-Pedain, Transitional Amnesty in South Africa. For a discussion of issues of translation and 
transcription, although primarily focused on hearings of the Human Rights Violation Committee, 
see Cole, Performing South Africa’s Truth Commission, pp. 67–78. See also Introduction, pp. 45, for 
discussion of these issues. 
20 Although Total Strategy came to public view with the 1977 White Paper on Defence, many of 
its core principles were articulated earlier, gathering momentum in the period 1974–77, 
following the collapse of two of South Africa’s key buffer zones, Mozambique and Angola. It was 
formally adopted as state policy in 1979 under the premiership of former minister of defence 
P.W. Botha. See Seegers, The Military in the Making of Modern South Africa (London, Tauris 
Academic Studies, 1996), pp.161–96. 
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committees at national, regional, and local level.21  

The implementation of the early phases of Total Strategy (roughly 1979–84), as 

articulated by military strategists,22 saw reform of the political environment as a 

critical element of counter-insurgency measures aimed at disrupting the fertile 

ground of political mobilisation. One may note here that the notion of counter-

insurgency was something of a misnomer given South Africa’s policy of pre-

emptive defence, which wreaked havoc across southern Africa in the early 

1980s, the success of which was signalled by security accords struck with 

various neighbouring states.23 In particular, the Nkomati and Swaziland accords 

significantly disrupted a key ‘pipeline’ for MK and especially its Special 

Operations unit, through which key personnel in Maputo and the MK 

machineries in Swaziland connected to underground structures in South Africa 

via couriers and infiltration routes, and vice versa. According to the TRC Report, 

the apartheid state’s satisfaction with these developments was reflected in a 

view that ‘it had turned a corner.’24  

By mid-1985 however, according to the TRC, such confidence was crumbling and 

its Report referenced a cluster of documents. For example, at an SSC meeting on 

18 July 1985, President P.W. Botha described the insurgency as a ‘spiralling 

threat,’ declaring that the ‘brain of the revolution’ was inside the country and 

would need to be destroyed.25 Despite having adopted 11 principles aimed at 

                                                      
21 For a brief overview of the literature on Total Strategy and the NSMS, see Pillay, ‘The Partisan’s 
Violence,’ pp. 37–44; for more detailed accounts, see Annette Seegers, The Military in the Making 
of Modern South Africa,) pp. 161–165; Seegers, ‘South Africa’s National Security Management 
System, 1972–90,’ Journal of Modern African Studies, 29, 2 (1991); Kevin O’Brien, The South 
African Intelligence Services: From Apartheid to Democracy, 1948–2005 (Oxford, Routledge, 2011, 
Kindle version).  
22 See, for example, Michael Hough, Revolutionary Warfare and Counter-Insurgency: Conference 
Proceedings (Pretoria, Institute for Strategic Studies, 1983); Michael Hough and Marlene van der 
Merwe, Selected Official South African Strategic Perceptions 1976–1987 (Pretoria, Institute for 
Strategic Studies, 1987). 
23 For this and wider detail on the apartheid state’s regional security policy, see John Daniel, 
‘Racism, the Cold War and South Africa’s Regional Security Strategy 1948–1990,’ in Sue Onslow, 
ed., Cold War in Southern Africa: White Power, Black Liberation (London, Routledge, 2009), pp. 
35–54; TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 42–164; William Minter, Apartheid’s Contras: An Inquiry 
into the Roots of War in Angola and Mozambique (London, Zed Books, 1994); Joseph Hanlon, 
Beggar Thy Neighbour (London, James Currey,1988). 
24 TRC, Report, Volume Two, p. 34.  
25 Minutes of an extraordinary meeting of the State Security Council held on 18 July 1985, cited in 
TRC, Report, Volume Two, p. 37. 
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‘countering the revolutionary onslaught,’26 just over three months later a secret 

meeting of intelligence heads concluded – with considerable disagreement from 

the security police – that negotiations with the ANC were inevitable and that 

security strategy should direct all its efforts at weakening the ANC (and 

especially its South African Communist Party [SACP] ally and other radicals) as 

much as possible before such negotiations took place.27 The TRC argued that this 

provided a context for the SSC to develop a strategy that sought to integrate both 

internal and external threats. Known as Strategy 44, or the National Strategy 

against the Revolutionary War against South Africa, and formally adopted by the 

SSC on 1 December 1986, it stated unequivocally that insurgency and terrorism 

should be fought at its source wherever in the world that might be. To this end, 

Strategy 44 suggested, alternative structures in ‘liberated areas’ in the 

townships, and ‘intimidators,’ had to be ‘neutralised,’ and ‘moderate blacks’ 

mobilised ‘to defend themselves’ against revolutionaries.28 For the TRC, then, 

Strategy 44 provided evidence of the formal adoption of the policy of counter-

revolutionary warfare inside South Africa that had previously been recorded in 

the scholarly literature: the war waged against the region had ‘come home.’29  

What happens to forms of warfare that travel across continents and regions? And 

what happens to them in their recounting? In South Africa, the particular strands 

of counter-insurgency theory that travelled originated mainly from France and 

the United States, although stints of duty in Rhodesia and migration of personnel 

                                                      
26 Cited in TRC, Report, Volume Two, p. 38. 
27 Special meeting of the Co-ordinating Intelligence Committee, cited in TRC, Report, Volume Two, 
p. 37. This 1985 document provides a somewhat surprising coincidence of military and 
intelligence agendas. By 1989, the situation was markedly different: although P.W. Botha had 
formally initiated negotiations with imprisoned ANC leader Nelson Mandela, he was no longer 
the state president, and the military no longer had the ear of the highest authority.  F.W. de Klerk, 
the first civilian head of state since Verwoerd’s assassination, relied heavily on NIS head, Dr ‘Niël 
Barnard, who moved swiftly to further neutralise the military’s power. On Barnard’s advice, the 
SSC was disbanded in 1989, and just 10 days before the release of Nelson Mandela, Justice 
Minister Kobie Coetsee, announced the appointment of a commission into possible unlawful 
activities of the SADF and SAP, headed by Judge Louis Harms. Although ultimately disappointing, 
the commission revealed the existence and activities of the CCB, ultimately leading to the 
establishment of a unit to investigate such activities in the Transvaal Attorney General’s office. 
While the appointment of the commission tends to be claimed as a victory for local and 
international pressure by human rights groups, this reading, would suggest a muddier version. 
28 TRC, Report, Volume Two, p. 274. 
29 See especially Mark Swilling and Mark Phillips, ‘State Power in the 1980s: From “Total 
Strategy” to “Counter-Revolutionary Warfare,”’ in Cock and Nathan, eds., War and Society; Evans 
and Philips, ‘Intensifying Civil War, 
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from that war brought to South Africa practices more associated with that of 

Britain and its empire. Suren Pillay reminds us that theories of counter-

insurgency have far longer histories than the Cold War, and that, in this part of 

the world, we would do well to remind ourselves of ‘the proper degree of 

terror’30 instilled during wars of colonial dispossession, and the concomitant 

production of the world of the native and the settler.31 These various strands 

converged powerfully in southern Africa, are pertinent here to South Africa’s war 

in South West Africa and southern Angola, and require some re-thinking of the 

work that the appellation ‘Cold War’ does in the context of the apartheid state.  

However, this article pursues a different direction: namely, the way in which 

wars across the region in Rhodesia, South West Africa and South Africa, and 

those who fought them converged and crossed each other, calling into question 

the ways these wars are regarded and told as national histories. Through the lens 

of a security police unit in Soweto, whose membership and operations traversed 

the region, carrying with them multiple legacies and histories, a picture of 

‘mobile soldiers’ fighting ‘(un)national’ wars becomes visible. More than this, the 

operations of the SIU blur the boundaries of insurgency and counter-insurgency, 

calling into question any definitional precision. Indeed, like the excision of earlier 

imperial and colonial legacies identified by Pillay, the very notion of counter-

insurgency — which definitionally places insurgency as being prior to it — 

functions as a form of discursive counter-insurgency. It may be argued that to 

position counter-insurgency in this way, and its elevation to the status of warfare 

theory, is possible only because of a degree of complicity between the two.  

Reading the TRC and the Security Archives 

While issues of memory and testimony in the TRC have been widely debated, 

much of this literature has centred on victim testimony.32 With regard to the 

                                                      
30 Sir John Cradock, Governor of the Cape Colony, 1811–14, cited in Pillay, ‘The Partisan’s 
Violence,’ p. 154. 
31 Pillay, ‘The Partisan’s Violence,’ p 164. Further, Total Strategy as Pillay suggests has its central 
location within the Cold War and a particular genealogy of counter-insurgency warfare and 
theorists.  This enables the SADF’s representation of itself as a modern military force, erasing 
longer histories of colonial violence.  
32 In particular, scholarship has focused on the gendered nature of victim testimony before the 
TRC. See, for example, Ross Bearing Witness; Cole, Performing South Africa’s Truth Commission. 
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amnesty process, the accretion of multiple mediations in a single testimony —

requirements for amnesty, the crafting of the hearing both institutionally and by 

multiple participants, the highly contested nature of the process and the 

transition itself, to mention but a few — make for a degree of density in these 

exchanges that should caution those wishing to use them as purely evidentiary 

sources. Decoding their modes of composition and register may require the skills 

of the historian of the lie, the secret and the rumour.33 At the same time, it is 

precisely these dense mediations that make the TRC proceedings a particularly 

rich archive. The accounts that emerge through the institution of the TRC 

provide a rare insight into the multiple forms of negotiation and mediation at a 

moment when the production of history is marked by both predictability and 

instability as to the limits of invention and representation.  

Alongside the amnesty archive is the archive of state security, traces of which 

were incorporated into the TRC’s research and investigation work. This archive 

is fragmented, and reflects gaps not only in TRC research and investigation, and 

access thereto, but in the security archive itself. This is especially so with regard 

to the security police archive, a result of both construction and destruction: 

security police were not encouraged to keep detailed written records of secret or 

covert practices, and although they amassed a huge intelligence database and 

generated endless reports for the ever-burgeoning security apparatus, much of it 

was reportedly destroyed in the period leading up to the 1994 elections.34 

Nevertheless significant and important security holdings survived, most notably 

here those of the SSC and its associated structures, which were accessed by the 

TRC. I use the word ‘accessed’ deliberately: this was directed by very particular 

lines of enquiry determined by the TRC’s specific mandate, and under 

extraordinary pressures of time. These, however, are as much documents of the 

TRC as they are of state security, and thus of multiple times, requiring, perhaps, a 

                                                      
For a focus on perpetrator testimony, see Payne, Unsettling Accounts: Neither Truth nor 
Reconciliation in Confessions of State Violence, and Cole, Performing South Africa’s Truth 
Commission. For discussion on victim hearings, see also Introduction, pp. 45-48. 
33 See White, ‘Telling More: Lies, Secrets and History,’ and Luise White, Speaking with Vampires: 
Rumour and History in Colonial Africa (Berkley, University of California Press, 2000).  
34 For an account of the destruction of documents, see TRC, Report, Volume One, pp. 201–43. See 
also Harris, ‘“They Should Have Destroyed More,’ pp. 29–56. See also Introduction, pp.  56. 
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reading ‘along the grain,’35 rather than one that seeks unproblematically to 

unmoor them from the TRC process in the interests of detailing the security 

context, institutions, and operations in the period of ‘total onslaught.’ This 

documentation is not entirely disconnected from that of the amnesty process, 

even though most of it arose through the work of the TRC’s main body: 

somewhat ironically, lawyers of amnesty applicants were quick to seize upon 

some of this documentation to buttress their own arguments that their clients 

were not ‘bad apples,’ as suggested by the National Party, but that their actions 

had been authorised at the highest level.36 

At the time, the TRC read the security archive primarily alongside the scholarly 

literature rather than the amnesty process, which got fully underway only in 

mid-1998. Much of the work of tracking Total Strategy and its implementation 

had been done contemporaneously by a generation of ‘activist scholars’;37 later 

studies, including those of the TRC, expanded and refined but largely retained 

the earlier frames of Total Strategy set down by its strategists and replicated 

(although written against) by these activist scholars.38 Given the centrality of the 

military to policy frameworks of Total Strategy, much of the literature focuses on 

that arm of the security forces. Curiously, with one or two exceptions,39 scholars 

have paid little attention to the security police’s role and perspectives in the 

‘total onslaught.’ Not much has been published aside from the TRC Report, a 

seam of literature on Koevoet, 40  the security police counter-insurgency unit  in 

                                                      
35 See Stoler, Along the Archival Grain. 
36 See TRC, National Party Recall, 14 May 1997, available at 
http://www.justice.gov.za/Trc/special/party2/np2.htm accessed 9 June 2014. 
37 See Cock and Nathan (eds), War and Society for a collection that exemplifies this notion of 
‘activist-scholars.’ 
38 For example, Seegers, The Military in the Making of Modern South Africa; O’Brien, The South 
African Intelligence Services; TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 26–40.  
39 Gavin Cawthra, South Africa’s Police: From Police State to Democratic Rule (London, Catholic 
Institute for International Relations, 1992); John Brewer, Black and Blue: Policing in South Africa 
(Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1994). 
40 Literally meaning ‘crowbar,’ Koevoet was a police counter-insurgency unit notorious for its 
brutality. See Denis Herbstein and John A. Evenson, The Devils are Among Us: The War for 
Namibia (London, Zed Books, 1989), pp. 61–95; Jim Hooper, Koevoet: Experiencing South Africa’s 
Deadly Bush War (Johannesburg, Southern Book Publishers, 1989); Arn Durant, Zulu Zulu Golf: 
Life and Death with Koevoet (Cape Town, Zebra Press, 2011) and Zulu Zulu Fox Trot: To Hell and 
Back with Koevoet (Cape Town, Zebra Press, 2012). 

http://www.justice.gov.za/Trc/special/party2/np2.htm
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Namibia and the accounts of journalists.41 Unlike the military, only a very small 

number of security police have sought to write their accounts into the growing 

archive of security-force memoirs.42 

Through the literature on Total Strategy, the South African state is rendered as 

highly militarised, drawing its resources together, subjugating civilian and 

political components to a wider war effort. In terms of this, a powerful SSC, 

through the structures of the NSMS, oversaw state policy, from the pinnacle of 

government to the individual security policeman or state official in the 

townships. Although it is this fused archive of amnesty and state security 

documentation that forms much of the basis for this chapter, I do not engage 

further with its constitution beyond these few comments. I have not sought to 

disentangle or verify particular incidents, institutions or policies; I provide 

neither a reading of the archive ‘along its grain,’ nor do I attempt a close reading 

of the testimony. Instead, while I have undoubtedly transgressed my own 

cautions, I have sought to follow a backstory in the testimonies, which brings 

into view the extent to which protagonists of a single security police unit in 

Soweto crossed the boundaries of nationality, institution, and war. Membership 

of the SIU, a covert security police unit apparently designed to further the cause 

of the apartheid state, does not in its retelling reflect the stereotypical 

representation of white (largely Afrikaner) men, nor even of allied white and 

black South African police but rather tracks across southern Africa and beyond, 

crossing boundaries of race, nation and institution. Nor does it seem to be merely 

a case of singular migrations to and from South Africa: in several cases, 

protagonists took circuitous routes through the region and beyond. The accounts 

                                                      
41 Jacques Pauw, In the Heart of the Whore (Johannesburg, Southern Publishers, 1991); Jacques 
Pauw, Into the Heart of Darkness: Confessions of Apartheid’s Assassins (Cape Town, Jonathan Ball 
Publishers, 1997).  
42 Herman D. Stadler, The Other Side of the Story: A True Perspective (Pretoria, Contract 
Publishers, 1997); Paul Erasmus, ‘Confessions of an Apartheid Killer,’ The Tiddler, 6 October 
1996; Dirk Coetzee, ‘Hit-squads: Testimony of a South African Security Policeman: The Full 
Story,’ unpublished manuscript, Historical Papers, AZ2790F, University of the Witwatersrand; 
Jeremy Gordon, A Long Night’s Damage: Working for the Apartheid State (Johannesburg, Contra 
Press, 1998) – the last of these is a collaborative effort with Eugene de Kock, which largely 
involved rewriting his voluminous amnesty application. Since the publication of this article, 
former security police head and later police commissioner, General Johan van der Merwe, 
published his own autobiography, Trou tot die Dood Toe: Die Suid-Afrikaanse Polisiemag (Trust 
Until Death: the South African Police Force) (Dainfern: Praag, 2010). 
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of SIU operatives, singly and in concert with other units, suggest that a security 

police unit based in the massive township of Soweto routinely operated both 

inside and outside South Africa’s formal borders throughout the 1980s. 

At the same time, in traversing the contour of ‘unnational’ liberation, I am 

mindful of Premesh Lalu’s warning that the question of the ‘liability’ and 

‘reliability’ of sources is not one that only concerns their evidentiary value, but 

rather of the apparatus of reading itself.43 This is a question to which I will 

return, suggesting that rather than using the TRC archive to add detail to the 

character of counter-revolutionary war as told by scholars and through the 

technologies of the TRC, it may require a rethinking of the key frame through 

which apartheid security policy in this period has predominantly been 

understood by scholars, including those of the liberation movement – namely, 

militarisation and ‘Total Strategy.’44 In the meantime, the reader is advised to 

follow Lalu’s suggestion to read, not against or along the grain, but with ‘a grain 

of salt.’45 

 

The Soweto Intelligence Unit (SIU) 

In April 1981, our first key suspect in Nokuthula Simelane’s disappearance 

enters the picture. Fresh from a stint in South West Africa as part of the 

Rhodesian-inspired counter-insurgency unit Koevoet, Willem ‘Timol’46 Coetzee 

was transferred from his base in Oshakati to the Protea security branch in 

Soweto and appointed commander of the SIU. In that year, according to his 

                                                      
43 Lalu, Deaths of Hintsa. See also Van Laun, ‘In the Shadow of the Archive’; Premesh Lalu, 
‘Incomplete Histories: Steve Biko, the Politics of Self-Writing and the Apparatus of Reading,’ 
Current Writing, 16, 1 (2004). 
44 On militarisation, see Seegers, The Military in the Making of Modern South Africa; Kenneth 
Grundy, The Militarization of South African Politics (London, I.B. Tauris, 1986); Philip H. Frankel, 
Pretoria’s Praetorians: Civil Military Relations in South Africa (Cambridge, Cambridge University 
Press, 1984); Cock and Nathan, War and Society. 
45 Lalu, Deaths of Hintsa, p. 103.  
46 This nickname arose from Willem Coetzee’s alleged involvement in the interrogation of Ahmed 
Timol, a detainee who plummeted to his death from the 10th floor of the John Vorster Square 
police offices on 28 October 1971. See cross-examination of Willem Coetzee at Amnesty Hearing, 
Pretoria, 24 August 2000, http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/2000/200824pt.htm 
accessed 3 October 2013.  

http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/2000/200824pt.htm
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personnel records, he also received specialised training in explosives and 

industrial radiography. A member of the police force since 1968, Coetzee, 

somewhat unusually, went straight from police training to a much sought-after 

position in the security police. Between June 1972 and June 1974, he completed 

five tours of duty in Rhodesia as part of the deployment of the South African 

Police (SAP) to that country, for which he received two medals for combating 

terrorism.47  

Two fellow Koevoet operatives, Mozambicans Adriano Bambo and Manuel 

Olifant, joined Coetzee at the SIU, having followed a somewhat circuitous route to 

Soweto, the details of which remain hazy. They were said to be part of a group of 

five Mozambicans – Bambo, Olifant, Amora da Silva, Abilio Maquoqua and George 

Sigauke48– possibly linked to the Mozambique National Resistance (RENAMO), 

who, prior to their stint at Oshakati, had been housed at the farm Vlakplaas, just 

20 kilometres west of Pretoria.49 TRC investigation and amnesty records suggest 

that the farm provided the base for the clandestine work of a security police unit, 

C1, established in 1979 by two senior security police, J.J. Viktor (Snr.) and Jac 

Buchner, who were also experienced SAP deployees to the Rhodesian war. 

Ostensibly a rehabilitation centre for ex-guerrillas, Vlakplaas was used to gather 

intelligence and trace guerrilla suspects, to develop a ‘pseudo’ capacity50 (a 

technique much loved in counter-insurgency warfare and widely used in 

                                                      
47 TRC research notes on perpetrator profiles, hereafter referred to as TRC perpetrator research 
notes. These notes are based on summarised amnesty applications, redacted SAP96’s (a 
personnel record listing deployments, promotions and awards), investigation and research 
records. For South African Police (SAP) involvement in the Rhodesian war, see Marius de Witt 
Dippenaar, South African Police Commemorative Album: The History of the South African Police 
(self-published, 1988), p. 370; Sheridan Johns, ‘Obstacles to Guerrilla Warfare – a South African 
Case Study,’ Journal of Modern African Studies, 11, 2 (1973). 
48 Manuel Olifant, Amnesty Hearing, Johannesburg, 23 August 2000, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/2000/200823pt.htm; 20 November 2000, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/2000/2001120j.htm accessed 3 October 2013. A 
former commander of Vlakplaas provides the following names: Amaro, George and Nicolas 
Karamanolis – see Coetzee, Hit-squads, paragraph 5.4.3.6. 
49 Vlakplaas exists in the popular and arguably scholarly literature as, variously, ‘the heart of the 
whore’ (as expressed by a former security police captain, Dirk Coetzee), a ‘death squad,’ and a 
site of rampant torture and killing. See, for example, ‘Bloedspoor van die SAP’ (Bloody print of the 
SAP), Vrye Weekblad (17 November 1989); Pauw, In the Heart of the Whore. 
50 A pseudo capacity refers to a practice of masquerading as guerrilla forces. Pseudo operations 
often aim to discredit the guerrilla movement by committing atrocities in its name. For a different 
engagement with this practice from the usual military histories, see Luise White, ‘Precarious 
Conditions: A Note on Counter-Insurgency in Africa After 1945,’ Gender & History, 16, 3 (2004).  

http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/2000/200823pt.htm
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/2000/2001120j.htm
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Rhodesia) and to conduct attacks on alleged ANC targets, initially in 

neighbouring states. In addition to the Mozambicans, three ex-Zimbabwe African 

People’s Union (ZAPU) guerrillas, employed as ‘farm labourers,’ are also said to 

have lived at Vlakplaas; so, allegedly, did Ntsu Mokhele at the time when he was 

negotiating arms for the Lesotho Liberation Army (LLA).51 

At some time in late 1980 or early 1981, all or some of the Mozambicans had 

been dispatched to Oshakati, where Bambo and Olifant first encountered Willem 

Coetzee, then second-in-command of the Koevoet unit to which they were 

attached. Indeed, Coetzee was said to have given Bambo the nickname 

‘Strongman’ when, following their first ‘contact’ with SWAPO guerrillas, Bambo 

jumped from the military-style vehicle, gun blazing. Initially registered as 

‘informers’ in the SIU, Bambo and Olifant were later enrolled as constables.52 

Several others police were transferred to the SIU around this period, including 

Anton Pretorius and Nimrod Mzimkulu Veyi. In 1981–82, Pretorius (the second 

key suspect in Simelane’s disappearance), was a sergeant in Benoni with 

experience in recruiting and handling sources in Tembisa. Fresh from a course 

on security, he acted as Coetzee’s second-in-command, and over the next few 

years also received medals for combating terrorism, routinely awarded for tours 

of duty in South West Africa. Veyi, who had previously worked at the 

neighbouring Meadowlands police station in Soweto, joined the SIU after having 

been introduced to Coetzee by an older security policeman.53 It was Veyi who 

                                                      
51 The LLA consisted of members of the opposition Basotho Congress Party in Lesotho. Although 
the South African government was previously aligned to the ruling Lesotho party, the Basotho 
National Party, its support for the LLA arose as a consequence of the ruling party’s growing 
support for the exiled liberation movements. See Roger Southall, ‘Between Competing Paradigms: 
Postcolonial Legitimacy in Lesotho’ in Henning Melber, ed., Limits to Liberation in Southern 
Africa: The Unfinished Business of Democratic Consolidation (Cape Town, HSRC Press, 2003), 
pp.115–33; Moketi L. Pherudi, ‘The Lesotho Liberation Army (LLA): Formations, Mission and 
Schisms,’ South African Historical Journal, 45 (2001). Dirk Coetzee refers to Mokhele as Nsu 
Semogetle: ‘Hit-squads,’ paragraph 5.4.6.2. See also South African Press Association (SAPA), ‘Ntsu 
Mokhehle Former Member of Vlakplaas, Says Mamasela,’ 25 November 1996, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/media/1996/9611/s961125e.htm; for Mokhele’s denial, see 
SAPA, ‘Mokhehle Denies Dealings with Vlakplaas Activities,’ 11 March 1997, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/media/1997/9703/s970311c.htm  accessed 3 October 2013. 
52 Manuel Olifant, Amnesty Hearing, 20 November 2000. Anton Pretorius suggests that, prior to 
their appointment as constables, the two were R-contract workers, ‘in-between an informer and 
a policeman.’ See Amnesty Hearing, Johannesburg, 4 October 2000, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/2000/201004jb.htm accessed 3 October 2013. 
53 TRC perpetrator research notes (see footnote 40 above).  

http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/media/1996/9611/s961125e.htm
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/media/1997/9703/s970311c.htm
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/2000/201004jb.htm
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was to become the whistle-blower in Nokuthula Simelane’s disappearance — the 

Sowetan’s balaclava-clad ‘Mr X.’ 

These were other, more covert recruits. Young men and women in Soweto 

intending to join the police were interviewed at a recruitment centre at the 

Protea police station. They were unaware that ‘spotters’ from the SIU, who 

sought to identify possible recruits to train as deep-cover agents, were observing 

them. If a recruit were thought to be eligible, the ‘spotter’ would offer the 

candidate a ‘short cut’ to becoming a policeman. These recruits, having told their 

families and friends that they had decided against joining the SAP, would then be 

trained and infiltrated into targeted structures, mainly the ANC’s guerrilla army, 

MK. This was possibly the route through which Frank Langa came to be agent 

RS269, and Norman Mkhonza agent RS243 (the RS denoting Republieke Spionasie  

– Republic Espionage).54 Sometime before Langa and Mkhonza’s recruitment, in 

the early 1980s according to Coetzee’s amnesty testimony, a young woman and 

Soweto resident known only as ‘Nompumelelo’ was stopped crossing from 

Swaziland into South Africa at the Oshoek border post. After a hand grenade was 

discovered in her possession, she was offered the choice of being arrested and 

charged, or continuing to work in MK’s Transvaal Urban Machinery structures 

but as a security police informer. She chose the latter option, and was registered 

as source SWT (i.e. Soweto) 66. To prove her new loyalties, she stole two 

explosive devices from an MK arms cache and handed them over to her 

handlers.55 It was through Nompumelelo that Langa and Mkhonza were 

introduced into and infiltrated Swaziland MK networks. Sources active within 

MK in Botswana included two deep-cover agents, RS276 and RS283, and sources 

R103 and SWT 180, who later also operated in Swaziland. 

While the circumstances whereby Nompumelelo came to work for the SIU were 

                                                      
54 This abbreviation dates back to the establishment of a covert intelligence unit in Security 
Branch headquarters in 1963, named Republican Intelligence, a unit created for the express 
purpose of penetrating the liberation movements with undercover policemen. See TRC, Report, 
Volume Two, p. 13.  
55 Amnesty Hearing, ‘Simelane matter,’ 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99050321_jhb_990520jh.htm and 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99050321_jhb_990517jh.htm accessed 1 May 
2014. 

http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99050321_jhb_990520jh.htm
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99050321_jhb_990517jh.htm
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seemingly fortuitous, those surrounding Moleke Peter Lengene, an askari, 

appeared more deliberate. Lengene described himself as the stepson of the first 

black ‘mayor’ of Soweto, educated at Morris Isaacson High School and a member 

of the Soweto Student Representative Council, both key organisational nodes of 

the 1976 Soweto uprising. According to his TRC statement, Lengene went into 

exile, travelling to Botswana, where he joined the newly formed black 

consciousness group, the South African Youth Revolutionary Council (SAYRCO). 

From there he travelled to Nigeria to study, before being sent, seemingly against 

his wishes, to Libya for guerrilla training. Deployed back to Botswana in early 

1981, Lengene encountered one George Khoza, who spoke with a Zimbabwean 

accent and claimed to have been a Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU)-

trained guerrilla. Khoza began supplying SAYRCO with hand grenades, and later 

offered Lengene a consignment of AK47s. Lengene’s application narrates being 

ushered into a dark house in the Gaborone suburb of Broadhurst on the night of 

6 February 1982, where the handover of guns was scheduled to take place. 

Following a burst of brightness as the lights were turned on, he was stormed by 

‘a lot of people, both black and white.’ Following a scuffle, Lengene was bound 

and drugged, then taken to the isolated farm owned by the father-in-law of SIU 

commander Willem Coetzee. There, as the target of a ‘kopdraai aksie’ — literally 

a ‘turning of the head action’ — he was worked over with a mixture of violence 

and persuasion.56 On this account, Lengene’s journey from stepson of an 

apartheid collaborator to Soweto radical once again reversed, from that of an 

underground SAYRCO guerrilla to becoming a much-hated askari. 

 

The Intelligence Operations of the SIU 

According to Simelane suspect and amnesty applicant Anton Pretorius, the SIU 

was a covert intelligence unit that, although part of the Soweto Security Branch, 

                                                      
56 TRC perpetrator research notes (see fn. 40 above); Amnesty Hearing, Pretoria, 12 July 2000 
(‘Assault and Abduction of Mr. Peter Lengene’), 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/2000/200712pr.htm; Amnesty Decision, 
AC/2001/228, http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/decisions/2001/ac21228.htm accessed 3 October 
2013. 

http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/2000/200712pr.htm
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/decisions/2001/ac21228.htm


Chapter Four 

 

 197 

 

operated from safe houses and secret locations. Its primary purpose was to 

collect intelligence both inside and outside South Africa’s borders. Here the 

notion of liberation movement ‘pipelines’ normalised and justified a parallel 

security force traffic of information and operations across national borders. 

Speaking of the difficulty of separating internal from external, a military 

intelligence operative put it this way:  

The Botswana [MK] machinery may be in Gaberone [sic] to day [sic] but 

tomorrow they are somewhere in the Western Transvaal. So should we 

stop our operation at the border or should we follow the pipelines 

through to their courier systems and their safe houses inside the 

country?57 

In the early 1980s, Soweto was apparently the only Security Branch division 

outside headquarters authorised to recruit and run deep-cover agents outside 

South Africa.58 Deep-cover agents included policemen such as Langa and 

Mkhonza who, in intelligence parlance, ‘infiltrated’ targeted organisations, or 

were members of organisations that had been ‘penetrated’ and who had been 

recruited as full-time agents (R agents). A further category, and until the second 

half of the 1980s also the preserve of Security Branch headquarters, was the 

recruitment and handling of askaris. Although both R agents and askaris were 

frequently recruited through ‘kopdraai aksies’ such as that experienced by 

Lengene (above), R agents were returned to their organisational and social 

milieu. Askaris were, by contrast, until the late 1980s based at Vlakplaas, and 

deployed as ‘terrorist tracing teams’ as well as in covert operations, within and 

across South Africa’s borders.  

Operating spy networks took the SIU outside their offices, perhaps recreating in 

the process something of the wide-open spaces and mobility of the ‘border wars.’ 

Amnesty applicants refer to ‘safe houses’ used to brief and debrief agents and 

sources, which included a house in Klipspruit where Mozambicans Olifant and 

Bambo, and possibly askari Lengene, stayed, outbuildings such as a store-room 

                                                      
57 TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 283–4. 
58 This task was generally assigned to Section G (later named Section D) at Security Branch 
headquarters, the domain of South Africa’s outed ‘super-spy,’ RS167, Craig Williamson. 
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or garage on family-linked farms in Westonaria and locations further afield in the 

western Transvaal. These were also said to be used in ‘kopdraai aksies,’ which 

sometimes required ‘camping over’ and eating the ‘rat packs’59 usually doled out 

to soldiers and Koevoet operatives.60 There was also movement across the 

borders into Swaziland and Botswana; the relatively short distance from Soweto 

meant that SIU operatives could travel unofficially into either country and return 

the same day.  

In these accounts, it was not only jurisdictional and national boundaries that 

were crossed. In any recruitment operation, both sides sought to harness new 

recruits as well as to test their credentials. Thus, a ‘turned’ agent needed, as in 

the case of ‘Nompumelelo’ (above), to be quickly compromised so that her or his 

fear of the consequences, should s/he be unmasked, would prevent hasty 

confessions to the betrayed side. Askari Peter Lengene was accordingly involved 

in the abduction of Nokuthula Simelane only months after his own.61 Conversely, 

or so the SIU claimed, from MK’s point of view, a new recruit who failed to carry 

out successive missions would come under suspicion, requiring further scrutiny. 

Thus Langa and Mkhonza, once they had successfully infiltrated MK’s Transvaal 

Urban Machinery in Swaziland, were allegedly given sabotage missions by their 

MK commanders in Swaziland. In order to prevent their unmasking and give 

them credibility, the SIU, according to their testimony, detonated explosives at 

the Bryanston and Randburg substations and on the Johannesburg–Durban 

railway line.62 Credibility operations carried out in the late 1980s for which 

amnesty was sought by SIU operatives included establishing arms caches, several 

grenade attacks on houses or properties, including a migrant hostel, using 

allegedly weakened explosive or dummy devices, and attacks on government 

                                                      
59 A colloquial term for ration packs given to soldiers in the field. 
60 Amnesty Hearing ‘Simelane Matter,’ Johannesburg, 20–21 May 1999, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99050321_jhb_990520jh.htm 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99050321_jhb_990521jh.htm and 30 May 2000, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/2000/200530pt.htm accessed 3 October 2013. 
61 Amnesty Hearing, ‘Simelane Matter,’ 18 May 1999, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99050321_jhb_990518jh.htm accessed 3 
October 2013. 
62 Ibid. See also Amnesty Decision, AC/2001/050, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/decisions/2001/ac21050.htm accessed 10 June 2014. 

http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99050321_jhb_990520jh.htm
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99050321_jhb_990521jh.htm
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/2000/200530pt.htm
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99050321_jhb_990518jh.htm
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/decisions/2001/ac21050.htm
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administration board offices in Soweto.63  

How does one classify an act of insurgency enacted by a counter-insurgent? 

While broadly regarded as a ‘false flag’ operation in which security forces 

purport to be guerrillas carrying out the operation, they can be distinguished 

from a false flag or pseudo operation designed to discredit the opposing side, 

such as, for example, an attack on civilians that may be regarded as targeting 

‘innocents.’ Taken over the long view, the aim, and possibly even the effect, of the 

counter-insurgent’s action in a credibility operation may be consonant with 

counter-insurgency. But how does one account for its public effect at the time 

and the mobilising impact it may have on insurgent forces, for which this 

operation was an apparent success? Such attacks frequently entered daily unrest 

statistics, and were presumably read by a wider public as attacks by young 

radicals on collaborators. Indeed, in some cases, MK claimed such operations as 

its own.64 Insurgent actions by counter-insurgents may have been seen as the 

price to be paid for successful infiltration, although in this particular case it is by 

no means clear that the SIU’s efforts can be regarded as successful; RS agents 

Mkhonza and Langa seem to have been exposed by 1986.65 

 

‘Fighting Fire with Fire’ 

If ‘credibility operations’ required security police to think and act as insurgents, 

then counter-revolutionary warfare further strained the boundaries and 

understanding of insurgency and counter-insurgency. Although Strategy 44, the 

document officially transacting the shift to a policy of counter-revolutionary 

warfare, was adopted only in late 1986, it endorsed a strategy and tactics already 

in practical effect, just as its surfacing in the TRC acted to endorse claims by 

                                                      
63 TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 295–6; Volume Six, p. 225. 
64 Not only were the Bryanston and Randburg explosions recorded in a police document titled 
‘Terreurdade in RSA, 1-1-83 to 31-12-84’ (TRC, List of Incidents, in author’s possession), they 
were also recorded in a list of MK operations submitted by the ANC to the TRC: ANC, ‘Further 
Submissions and Responses by the African National Congress to Questions Raised by the 
Commission for Truth and Reconciliation,’ 12 May 1997, p. 79. 
65 Amnesty Hearing, ‘Simelane Matter,’ 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans%5C2000/200529pt.htm accessed 9 June 2014. 

http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans%5C2000/200529pt.htm
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amnesty applicants that they were operating within an established policy. Thus, 

for example, a security document recording a joint meeting of senior members of 

the security establishment at Security Branch headquarters on 2 May 1985 

called for ‘the physical gunning down of leaders in riot situations’ as one means 

whereby ‘ringleaders’ could be ‘selectively eliminated.’66 A verbal skirmish 

between amnesty applicants and an implicated General concerned an alleged 

meeting in February 1986, at which J.J. Viktor (Snr.), founder of Vlakplaas, a 

veteran of the region’s wars and second-in-command of the Counter-Insurgency 

and Riot unit, had ‘unofficially’ suggested that Pretoria security police fight 

insurgency with insurgency. Although Viktor strongly denied to the Amnesty 

Committee that this constituted an instruction, he conceded that he had said that if 

the security police knew who was responsible for violence they should be 

‘haunt[ed] … so that they would find no rest,’ and that security police could 

‘retaliate against those who were known to have attacked the houses of members 

of the Police, by attacking their homes in a like manner,’ including the use of petrol 

bombs.67 The commanding officer of the Pretoria security police, and a fellow 

veteran of the Rhodesian war, claimed that this meant that ‘there was in reality an 

active guerrilla war to be waged against the ANC, SACP and PAC [Pan Africanist 

Congress] activists as well as activists from other liberation organisations.’68  

According to the applicants, in the months following this meeting, members of 

their covert security police unit ranged through the townships of Mamelodi and 

Atteridgeville in a battered car at the dead of night, throwing petrol and more 

lethal pentolite bombs through the windows of township homes.69 J.J. Viktor 

(Jnr), who had been present at the meeting where his father and namesake had 

advocated attacking the homes of young arsonists ‘in a like manner,’ told an 

                                                      
66 Minutes of a GVS–GIS (Joint Security Staff-Joint Intelligence Centre) meeting 2 May 1985, cited 
in TRC, Report, Volume Two, p. 176. 
67 Amnesty Hearing, Benoni, 23 June 1997, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/benoni/benoni1_viktor.htm accessed 3 October 2013. 
For discussion of the euphemistic language of authorisation, see TRC, Report, Volume Five, pp. 
215–17. 
68 Jan Hattingh Cronje (head of the Northern Transvaal division of the security branch, based in 
Pretoria, and also a former commander of Vlakplaas), Amnesty Hearing, Johannesburg, 21 
October 1996,  http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/joburg/jhb.htm accessed 3 October 
2013.  
69 For further detail on the Pretoria (or Northern Transvaal) security police ‘hit-squad,’ see 
Chapter Six. 

http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/benoni/benoni1_viktor.htm
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/joburg/jhb.htm
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amnesty hearing that he had been involved in approximately 40 such bombing 

incidents between February and May 1986.70 The commander of the covert unit, 

one Jacque Hechter, a loner and Koevoet veteran who loved the ‘bush life,’71 also 

applied for amnesty for mowing down nine youths in KwaNdebele, and a series 

of abductions and killings in which the bodies were staged variously as victims of 

‘necklacing’ or, more commonly, guerrillas who had accidentally blown 

themselves up.72  

Amnesty applications for some of these operations drew in not only Pretoria 

security police but also operatives from the SADF’s Special Forces, some of 

whom were members of the euphemistically named Civil Cooperation Bureau 

(CCB). The latter was a covert military structure within Special Forces, with 

roots in an earlier covert unit called D40, composed of ex-Rhodesians, allegedly 

responsible for assassinations and other covert operations.73 A senior general 

and former head of Special Forces claimed that such operations were the result 

of a plan he had devised following an instruction given to him by Chief of the 

Defence Force General ‘Jannie’ Geldenhuys, and later authorised during a social 

function.74 At the TRC armed forces hearings, Geldenhuys described the internal 

security situation in South Africa in the mid-1980s as reflecting the fourth and 

final phase of ‘revolutionary warfare’ identified by counter-insurgency theorist 

                                                      
70 Amnesty Decision, AC/2001/27, http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/decisions/2001/ac21027.htm 
accessed 3 October 2013. 
71 Almost perfectly matching the Selous Scouts’ definition of an ideal recruit: ‘a mix between the 
soldier who can work in a unit and a loner who can think and act on his feet,’ Lt. Col. Ron Reid 
Daly, as told to Peter Stiff, Selous Scouts: Top Secret War (Alberton, Galago Press, 1982), pp. 240–
41.  
72TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 234-243; Chapter Six here. 
73 Established in 1979 on the eve of Zimbabwe’s independence, D40 was an attempt to deploy the 
expertise of structures such as the Selous Scouts by recruiting operatives from that and other 
counter-insurgency structures. For this history and that of the CCB, see TRC, Report, Volume Two, 
pp.134–43; Peter Stiff, Warfare by Other Means: South Africa in the 1980s and 1990s 
(Johannesburg, Galago, 2001), pp. 254–272, pp. 298–317; Kevin A. O’Brien, ‘The Use of 
Assassination as a Tool of State Policy: South Africa’s Counter-Revolutionary Strategy, 1979–
1992, Part II,’ Terrorism and Political Violence, 13, 2 (2001), pp. 128–35. 
74 The general is A.J.M. ‘Joep’ Joubert. According to him, the hurried discussion with Geldenhuys 
took place in the foyer at a social function to bid farewell to the then head of Armscor. 
Geldenhuys reportedly responded by saying ‘it sounded good,’ which Joubert regarded as a 
sufficient go-ahead for implementation. See TRC, Report, Volume Six, pp. 241–3; see also A.J.M. 
Joubert at Armed Forces Hearings, Cape Town, 8 October 1997, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/special/forces/sadf.htm accessed 3 October 2013.  

http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/decisions/2001/ac21027.htm
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/special/forces/sadf.htm
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John J. McCuen.75 The TRC concluded that this plan, devised just six months after 

the general’s promotion to head of Special Forces after a decade in South West 

Africa (the last few of which he was a decorated commander of Sector 10, based 

in Oshakati),76 was evidence of the transplanting of personnel and practices from 

South Africa’s primary external theatre of war to the domestic arena. ‘My Plan,’ 

which aimed to follow McCuen’s doctrine of turning the methods of 

revolutionary insurgency against the insurgents themselves,77 ostensibly 

required a close reading and re-enactment of insurgency’s methods. From the 

accounts presented to the TRC however, the plan appears to have been 

implemented in a far more haphazard way. 

In Pretoria, joint operations between security police and the Special Forces/CCB 

unit (for which both security police and military operatives applied for amnesty) 

included targeted assassinations (one of which used two Angolan ‘hitmen,’ João 

da Pinta and Louis da Silva)78 and a pre-emptive operation targeting ‘potential’ 

MK recruits in which ten young activists were killed. A further joint operation 

involved another assassination by the same unit, this time of controversial 

KwaNdebele Minister of the Interior Piet Ntuli (an ally of the apartheid 

government, but whose strong-arm tactics were said to have become 

‘troublesome’), was actually claimed by MK; in the wake of this event, which 

further entangled the lines of insurgency/counter-insurgency, violence in the 

KwaNdebele bantustan escalated.79 

The amnesty hearings associated with the joint operations between Pretoria 

security police and Special Forces took place in several clusters over more than 

three years. Soweto was not mentioned as one of the three ‘hotspots’ identified 

in the plan devised by the Special Forces general (although the Witwatersrand 

                                                      
75 Ibid; Geldenhuys testimony at Armed Forces Hearings, Cape Town, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/special/forces/sadf.htm accessed on 3 October 2013. See also 
John J. McCuen, The Art of Counter-Revolutionary Warfare (London, Faber and Faber, 1966). 
76 TRC perpetrator research notes (see fn.40 above). Sector 10, South Africa’s main ‘theatre of 
war’ in northern Namibia was based at Oshakati.  
77 McCuen, The Art of Counter-Revolutionary Warfare. 
78 Noel Robey, Amnesty Hearing, Pretoria, 8 April 1999, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/Trc/amntrans/1999/99040622_pre_990408pt.htm accessed 31 July 
2014. 
79 TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 492–3; Volume Six, pp. 241–3. 

http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/special/forces/sadf.htm
http://www.justice.gov.za/Trc/amntrans/1999/99040622_pre_990408pt.htm
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was, along with Pretoria and the Eastern Cape), nor did the SIU feature in any of 

these hearings. Nonetheless we may track an itinerary back to this plan from SIU 

testimony about a car and two key CCB–Special Forces operatives who applied 

for amnesty for certain of the Pretoria events. These were an ex-Rhodesian 

(whose records suggest he had ‘completed’ several Selous Scouts courses)80 and 

the CCB regional ‘manager’ for Botswana,81 who was also the alleged point man 

in liaison with Pretoria security police. In one such joint operation in Soweto, 

operatives allegedly carried out an explosion at the Ipelegeng Centre, which was 

used by organisations such as the Soweto Youth Congress for meetings; in 

another, an explosive device was detonated at the Jabulani Stadium, where 

Inkatha was due to hold a meeting.82 While TRC amnesty applicants claimed that 

they were trying to prevent violence, it can be argued that, read alongside 

Strategy 44’s explicit support for contra-mobilisation and the desirability of 

exploiting ethnicity, the opposite was intended, since the action was likely to be 

blamed on MK or youth activists. The Mozambican Manuel Olifant alleged that he 

conducted surveillance of the head of the South African Council of Churches, 

Reverend Frank Chikane, following a meeting at which it was said that Chikane 

was to be ‘eliminated.’ One ‘Peter’ and one ‘Mike,’ two otherwise unknown 

military operatives of British origin, were among those who attended the 

meeting.83 Olifant further alleged that the vehicle used in one of the Pretoria 

assassinations was hidden at one of the SIU’s safe properties. 

These were not the only joint military–police operations in Soweto: in another 

SADF-inspired project, ‘Battalion 32’ soldiers –composed largely of remnants of 

Angola’s defeated FNLA 84– formed part of covert teams who rounded up 

                                                      
80 Noel Robey, TRC perpetrator research notes (see fn 40 above).  
81 Charl Naude, TRC, Report, Volume Two, p. 139. 
82 Amnesty Decision AC/2000/173, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/decisions/2000/ac200173.htm and AC/2001/039,  
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/decisions/2001/ac21039.htm accessed 3 October 2013. 
83 Olifant’s legal representative informed the Amnesty Committee at the amnesty hearing on 20 
November 2000 that the application regarding Chikane had been withdrawn. No reasons were 
given. Chikane was later poisoned but survived. See State vs. Johan Velde van der Merwe and four 
others, 
http://www.npa.gov.za/UploadedFiles/Plea%20and%20sentencing%20agreement%20in%20th
e%20Adriaan%20Vlok%20matter.pdf accessed 13 October 2013.  
84 Frente Nacional de Libertação de Angola (Front for the Liberation of Angola). 

http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/decisions/2000/ac200173.htm
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/decisions/2001/ac21039.htm
http://www.npa.gov.za/UploadedFiles/Plea%20and%20sentencing%20agreement%20in%20the%20Adriaan%20Vlok%20matter.pdf
http://www.npa.gov.za/UploadedFiles/Plea%20and%20sentencing%20agreement%20in%20the%20Adriaan%20Vlok%20matter.pdf
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suspects for clandestine and illegal interrogations during the night.85 While SIU 

applicants made no reference to this operation, code-named ‘Xenon,’ Battalion 

32 soldiers would have relied on lists of suspects provided by Soweto security 

police.  

If the notion of the ‘pipeline’ apparently enabled a Soweto-based unit to conduct 

intelligence operations outside national borders, counter-revolutionary warfare 

and the relationship with Special Forces–CCB operatives provided justification 

for the SIU’s involvement in cross-border raids. This trespassed across national 

boundaries and the boundary between intelligence-directed operations and 

offensive operational engagement. According to their testimony, not only did SIU 

operatives provide intelligence for a major cross-border raid into Gaborone, 

Botswana on 14 June 1985, Olifant also received additional special training and 

accompanied one of the attack teams.86 Olifant was also part of a further (failed) 

cross-border operation, again involving the CCB’s regional ‘manager’ and the 

unknown British operatives, ‘Mike’ and ‘Peter,’ in an attempt to assassinate two 

senior ANC members in Gaborone in 1987.87 SWT180, named by Simelane 

suspect Anton Pretorius as having provided intelligence for the Gaborone 

operations, was said to be the source of information about the movements of 

another senior MK operative, this time in Swaziland. In this case, Coetzee and 

Pretorius, members of an intelligence unit, applied for amnesty for their role in 

both the intelligence gathering and the operational team, which, on 13 December 

1986, attacked a house in Dalraich, Mbabane, Swaziland, killing the intended 

target and two others.88  

A further similar example, this time inside Soweto, involved three young activists 

                                                      
85 De Wet Potgieter, Total Onslaught: Apartheid’s Dirty Tricks Exposed (Cape Town, Zebra Press, 
2007), pp. 1–3. This was a countrywide operation. 
86 For the Gaborone Raid (Operation Plecksy), see TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 148–50. 
87 The targets in this operation were a senior MK operative, Lambert Moloi, also known as ‘A,’ and 
SACTU official Mark Shope, who were said to be planning to create armed industrial units inside 
South Africa. Amnesty Hearing, Pretoria, , 25 October 1999 (Oasis Motel incident), 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99101228_pre_991025.htm accessed 3 October 
2013; Amnesty Decision AC/1999/0308,  
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/decisions/1999/ac990308.htm accessed 9 June 2014.  
88 The target was Ngwanamakau Edward Khuto, also known as Pansu Smith, TRC, Report, Volume 
Two, p. 110; Amnesty Decision, AC/2000/087,  
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/decisions/2000/ac20087.htm accessed 3 October 2013. 

http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99101228_pre_991025.htm
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/decisions/1999/ac990308.htm
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/decisions/2000/ac20087.htm
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whom the SIU claimed had been involved in attacks on policemen. Askari Peter 

Lengene described infiltrating the group, supplying them with AK47s, hand 

grenades and a SPM limpet mine, and later introducing them to two Vlakplaas 

askaris. The askaris, purporting to be MK guerrilla commanders, trained the 

young men in the use of explosives.89 Somewhat ironically, one of the askaris’ 

own detention documents suggested that he had been tasked by his MK 

commanders to teach young radicals in the townships to handle explosives and 

weapons.90 Following this, the askaris allegedly assisted the youths in identifying 

three targets, and supplying them with (zero-timed) explosives. The 

Mozambican Olifant and the askaris accompanied each of the three on their 

operations, and were instructed to shoot the activists if the devices failed to 

detonate – two were thus shot (one was left to die of his injuries), while the third, 

regarded as the ringleader, was killed when the zero-timed limpet mine 

detonated.  

 

Boundaries of Belonging 

The above operation, which took place in 1989, was the last of the SIU operations 

for which amnesty was sought at the TRC. By then, according to police 

documents, both key Simelane suspects had moved on: Pretorius had been 

promoted to head of the unit after Coetzee was transferred to security police 

headquarters. Deep-cover agent RS243, Mkhonza, claims that after the Simelane 

operation he acted as an ordinary policeman until 1995, when he left the police; 

whistle-blower Veyi left the SIU in 1985–86, moving to the detective branch in 

Cape Town; askari Lengene and Olifant remained in the SIU.91 It is not clear what 

had happened to ‘Nompumelelo,’ source SWT66. Coetzee and Pretorius testified 

that, following the 1985 Botswana Raid, three SIU agents (R103, RS276 and 

RS283) operating within MK had fallen under suspicion and had been recalled to 

                                                      
89 Amnesty Hearing, Pretoria, 27–28 October 1999, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99101228_pre_991027.htm; Amnesty Decision, 
AC/2001/007,  http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/decisions/2001/ac21007.htm accessed 3 October 
2013. 
90 TRC perpetrator research notes. 
91 TRC perpetrator research notes. 

http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99101228_pre_991027.htm
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/decisions/2001/ac21007.htm
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Lusaka, where one was allegedly shot and the remaining two transferred to the 

MK detention barracks at Quatro.92  

Coetzee’s old Mozambican comrade in arms from Koevoet, the ‘strong man,’ 

Adriano Bambo, apparently accompanied him to Pretoria. This was despite the 

fact that, following some disciplinary infractions, Bambo had previously been 

arrested and convicted for a criminal offence, spending two to three years in 

prison. According to applicants, he was later re-arrested for armed robbery, and, 

while awaiting trial in 1991, Vlakplaas operatives booked him out from police 

cells. He was shot dead on the side of the road near Nelspruit, allegedly while 

pointing out an illegal arms cache. The Vlakplaas operatives claimed that they 

were acting on instructions from the head of the Security Branch, as a result of 

Coetzee and Pretorius’s fear that Bambo would disclose SIU operations. Both 

Coetzee and Pretorius denied involvement.93  

Beyond the personal fates of these operatives, this account of the SIU suggests 

that wars in southern Africa were fought by a diverse group of men, often 

crossing boundaries of race, nation and affiliation. From the outset and 

throughout the 1980s, the SIU drew in, if only on an ad hoc operational basis, 

men from diverse backgrounds and multiple locations. To the list provided above 

we can now add Namibian, Angolan, and British/Rhodesian expatriates. Thus 

white South African men who had fought for Rhodesia and South West Africa 

were joined in several cases by black Mozambicans; and black Mozambicans, 

Namibians, Zimbabweans and Angolans fought for white South Africa alongside 

various white Rhodesian/British expatriates. Nor was this unique: while the SIU 

may have occupied a particular niche in the running of deep-cover agents, other 

operational units, especially C1(Vlakplaas) and security police units in border 

zones who ran sources in neighbouring countries, similarly crossed lines of racial 

and national affiliation. The military unit the CCB, some of whose operatives and 

structures have featured here, also operated in a number of external regions 

staffed by both South Africans and a motley crew of mercenaries – ex-

                                                      
92 Amnesty Hearing, 4 October 2000, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/2000/201004jb.htm accessed on 3 October 2013. 
93Amnesty Decision, AC/2001/252, http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/decisions/2001/ac21252.htm 
accessed 9 June 2014. Amnesty Hearing, Pretoria (21–28 August 2000). 

http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/2000/201004jb.htm
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Rhodesians, other Africans, British, as well as the odd French or Seychellois.94   

This raises the issue of the forms of belonging that operated within the SIU. 

Accounts presented to amnesty hearings provide little sense of a cohesive unit 

with a clear and singular purpose or commitment to a single cause. Rather, SIU 

operatives appear to have lived at the borders of different pasts and presents, 

and the boundaries of belonging seemed brittle. The amnesty application of 

abductee and askari Lengene, who worked in the SIU for some 18 years, is 

saturated with anger and bitterness. Labelled a ‘spy, informer, sniffing dog of the 

police’ by his relatives, he claimed that 

[After my abduction] I stayed in the land of apartheid, racism and 

suffering for the majority … and freedom and riches for the few…. I could 

feel apartheid and racism everywhere, when one walked with my new 

masters, we would go to a single building, but once when we had to go the 

toilets, the famous sign was still there with bold black and white letters, 

Blacks only and Whites only.95 

These allegations were strongly disputed by the former SIU commanders, 

Coetzee and Pretorius, who pointed out that Lengene had subsequently recruited 

his own brother as a policeman. Murdered shortly before his amnesty hearing, 

Lengene was unable further to contest such denials.96 

Of course there were strong reasons for all involved in the amnesty process to 

recast their experiences in the post-1994 milieu; a new political dispensation 

evoked numerous anxieties about past and future career paths for both white 

and black security police, for which new forms of belonging could be required. 

But even setting this aside, the generally appalling work situation of all black 

personnel in the police force provided an abundant well of discontent. Used as 

guards, interpreters, and ‘muscle’ during interrogations, black policeman were 

                                                      
94 See p. 201, fn 73 above. 
95 TRC perpetrator research notes. 
96 Amnesty Hearing, Pretoria,12 July 2000 (Abduction and assault Mr Peter Lengene), 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/2000/200712pr.htm accessed on 13 October 2013. 
Lengene was stabbed to death while intervening in a fight.  Given these circumstances, his 
murder was regarded as a purely criminal case, and not associated with his scheduled amnesty 
hearing.  
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poorly paid and permanently trapped in the lowest echelons of the police ranks, 

with few promotional prospects.97 Citing whistle-blower Veyi, the Sowetan noted 

that after ‘almost two decades of serving in the Police Force, he [Veyi] remains a 

lowly Constable. His white bosses have climbed the ranks to Colonel and 

General.’98 Askaris, even when appointed as permanent policemen, seemed to 

carry an additional burden of residual distrust and suspicion, perhaps arising 

from the defection of Victor Mnisi, who was captured, ‘turned’ and then escaped, 

returning to the ANC and subsequently playing a key role in an MK Special 

Operation’s attack on the South African Air Force headquarters in downtown 

Pretoria in 1983.99 Nevertheless, the SIU – and security forces more generally – 

reportedly relied heavily on such agents: the inside intelligence they provided, 

especially their nous for everyday life in the camps and abroad in numerous 

training venues, was invaluable in running a successful intelligence operation, as 

was their capacity in ‘pseudo operations’ such as the one outlined above 

involving zero-timed devices. Askaris were also used extensively across the 

country in numerous interrogations and court cases, not only for their 

knowledge but also because of their capacity to disarm and soften up detainees.  

Coetzee and Pretorius’ own descriptions of their unit are fairly damning. 

Discussing his general modus operandi in relation to ‘kopdraai aksies,’ Willem 

Coetzee testified to the importance of instilling fear and terror by means of 

assault, torture and intimidation, and then of developing a bond via a process of 

concessions and training. However, any perceived lapses (such as withholding 

information, or ‘cheekiness’), he indicated, would be met with renewed 

violence.100 Physical violence aside, this mind-set appeared to have broader 

                                                      
97 Of the 17 black amnesty applicants whose ranks are specified, twelve were constables, two 
sergeants and only three were warrant officers, TRC perpetrator research notes. 
98 ‘Cops Trapped and Killed MK Agent,’ Sowetan, 6 February 1995. See also cross-examination of 
Veyi in Amnesty Hearing, Johannesburg, 20 May 1999, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99050321_jhb_990520jh.htm accessed 3 
October 2013. 
99 The operation, one of MK’s biggest, involved detonating a bomb placed in a car parked on 
Church Street outside the SAAF headquarters. According to a senior MK Special Operations 
operative, this assignment was given to Mnisi as a way of testing that he was not a double agent 
(personal communication).  
100 Coetzee testimony to Amnesty Hearing, 17–18 May 1999, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99050321_jhb_990517jh.htm and 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99050321_jhb_990518jh.htm accessed 13 
October 2013.  

http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99050321_jhb_990520jh.htm
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99050321_jhb_990517jh.htm
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99050321_jhb_990518jh.htm
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application in his day-to-day working relationships in the SIU. In the words of his 

old Koevoet associate, Mozambican Olifant, who appeared to hold him in some 

regard, Coetzee was ‘a rigid commander … you know, he wanted these things to 

really work on its path.’101 If violence constitutes particular kinds of community, 

then this was a community in which suspicion and fear were never too far away. 

There is one exception to the rather sour air that pervades descriptions of 

working relations within the SIU: that of the relationship between Coetzee and 

the Mozambicans, especially ‘Strongman’ Bambo, arising from their earlier 

association in Koevoet, from where Coetzee ‘preferred to take … him’ in order to 

join the SIU.102 Not that this was a warm and collegial relationship; rather it 

spoke to mutual ties of obligation and reciprocity. These were ties that – if the 

testimony of former Vlakplaas operatives cited above is to be believed – were not 

sufficiently strong to risk exposure, and which therefore had to be erased by 

Bambo’s murder. It is, however, possible that in conceding a degree of violence 

Coetzee sought to minimise his own brutality, or, in the face of contrary evidence 

from some of his former black colleagues, to ‘boost his own credibility.’ Similarly, 

Olifant may have had his own reasons for depicting Coetzee in this manner. 

 

Conclusion 

Kevin O’ Brien, drawing significantly on the TRC, describes the apartheid state as 

having ‘the most effective and structures [sic] programme for the elimination of 

its opponents, either through counter-insurgency or counter-guerrilla warfare, 

or through the direct individual targeting of these opponents for selective 

killing.’103 Yet in the account of the SIU above, while there were certainly some 

successful operations, it is none the less hard to escape a sense of marginality, 

even failure. Citing an apartheid military intelligence officer who said that the 

                                                      
101 Testimony of Manuel Olifant to Amnesty Committee, Pretoria, 23 August 2000, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/2000/200823pt.htm accessed 13 October 2013.  
102 Ibid. In the same transcript, Coetzee denies any special relationship with Bambo.    
103 Kevin A. O’Brien, ‘The Use of Assassination as a Tool of State Policy: South Africa’s Counter-
Revolutionary Strategy 1979–92 (part I),’ Terrorism and Political Violence, 10, 2 (1998), p. 103. 

http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/2000/200823pt.htm
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Total Onslaught ‘… wasn’t total, and it wasn’t an onslaught,’ Stephen Ellis notes 

that ‘this was not what President Botha wanted to hear. Itself an inveterate 

maker of myths, in the end the National Party was unable to realise the claims it 

had always made for itself. Its official view collided with a hard obstacle called 

reality.’104 Yet in general, neither scholars nor the TRC have considered the 

breach between the vision of Total Strategy and the record of its implementation, 

especially through the period of counter-revolutionary warfare in the mid–late 

1980s. To do so is not to recast the apartheid state’s response in less brutal and 

more benign terms; rather, it is to ask whether the difficulties experienced in 

relocating the external war internally, inside South Africa’s borders, are a means 

through which the texts of Total Strategy and counter-revolutionary warfare 

begin to unravel. At one level this may point to the security state’s ability at a 

discursive level to talk war, as well as to inflict significant damage through 

successive highly repressive states of emergency. In contrast, its actual record, 

while demonstrating intense repression and great brutality, suggests that it was 

ultimately unable to unleash the forms of violence that it had deployed in the 

region within South Africa itself, except perhaps in areas of KwaZulu and Natal, 

in concert with Inkatha. Borders, which had proved highly permeable for the 

South African security forces in its open war in South West Africa, its covert war 

in southern Angola and its proxy wars across southern Africa, proved less 

permeable in reverse motion.  

This translated into a situation in which there were ‘unofficial-official’ forms of 

authorisation, and in which operatives were required to devise their own modus 

operandi in the absence of clear rules of engagement. In doing so, operatives 

drew significantly on their experience in the so-called ‘bush wars’ of the 

region.105 Their attempt to recreate the circumstances of those wars echoed in 

some of their terrains – safe houses, farms, weaponry and mobility across the 

region – but never amounted to more than a brutal sideshow. Ultimately the 

wars of the region (which in any event had already been lost) translated poorly 

                                                      
104 Stephen Ellis, External Mission: The ANC in Exile (Johannesburg and Cape Town, Jonathan Ball, 
2013), p. 303. 
105 Chapter One, p. 92; Chapter Six, p. 261; Nicky Rousseau ‘Researching Apartheid’s Wars: Total 
Strategy and the TRC Archives,’ unpublished paper, Legacies of Apartheid Wars, Rhodes 
University, Grahamstown, 4–6 July 2013. 
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into the urban landscape of South Africa. Writing in a different context, Saskia 

Sassen suggests that for powerful governments ‘killing civilians in a city is a 

different type of horror from killing people – far more people – in the jungle and 

in villages. In that sense, the urbanising of war points to the limits of power.’106 

Counter-revolutionary warfare unfolded in a far more contingent, haphazard and 

depleted way than is suggested by the grand security strategy enshrined in the 

moniker, Total Strategy.  

In short, Total Strategy and its National Security Management System, as they 

have been depicted, bequeath a notion of the apartheid state that, ironically, 

takes as given apartheid’s own imagining of itself.107 Neither scholars nor the 

TRC have escaped the binds of the military strategists who inscribed the policy, 

and thus conform to what Ranajit Guha proposes as ‘a counter-code, the code of 

counter-insurgency.’108 Reading through the archive of the State Security Council 

and extant intelligence documents of the 1980s, alongside the archive of the TRC, 

speaks more to what securocrats dreamed was possible, an attempt to create 

order out of a disorder that threatened to overwhelm. At the same time, this does 

not account for the far greater intensity of violence in the early 1990s. Certainly 

there were continuities between that violence and the period of counter-

revolutionary warfare, but here too it may be advisable to take heed of Guha’s 

caution before assuming the lines of a single master plan.

                                                      
106 Saskia Sassen, ‘When the City Itself Becomes a Technology of War,’ Theory, Culture & Society, 
27, 6 (2010), p.38. Thanks to Patricia Hayes for pointing me to Sassen’s work.  
107 This does not mean that the NSMS was not directly involved in authorising violence as several 
amnesty applications and investigations suggest: such instances include an amnesty application 
from the Chairperson of Veikom, who in 1987 instructed a Security Branch member to give a 
suspect, associated with petrol bombings of police homes in Mamelodi, ‘a fright.’ The said 
security policeman threw a petrol or pentolite (check) bomb at the activist’s home, killing his 
niece. The planning of the Trojan Horse incident in Athlone, Cape Town, in which three youths 
were killed was planned at a Joint Operations Centre in Manenberg. The secretary of the 
Pietermaritzburg JMC planned and executed a pseudo-operation known as the Trust Feeds 
massacre on the basis that he was privy to SSC documents, which spoke of the need to drive a 
wedge between the UDF and Inkatha.  ‘Joffel’ van der Westhuizen, the Officer Commanding the 
Eastern Cape Command and chairperson of the regional JMC, instructed one of his officers to 
send a signal to the SSSC, which called for the ‘permanent removal from society’ of three activists. 
Van der Westhuizen also initiated the ultimately failed Operation Katzen, a parallel operation to 
Operation Marion, the SADF contramobilisation project in KwaZulu. 
108 Ranajit Guha, ‘The Prose of Counter-Insurgency,’ in R. Guha (ed.), Subaltern Studies: Writings 
on South Asian History and Society, Volume Two (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1983), p. 19. 
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In early 2012, I submitted an abstract for a conference, The Corpses of Mass 

Violence and Genocide: Corpses and Destruction. Convened by genocide scholars 

Élisabeth Anstett (CNRS-IRIS) and Jean-Marc Dreyfus (University of Manchester), 

this was to be the first of three conferences to be held annually between 

September 2012 and September 2014 and formed part of a wider project funded 

by the European Research Council. 

The framing document for the first conference noted that, although ‘[m]ass 

violence was one of the defining phenomena of the twentieth century’ and that 

the body had evoked extensive and intensive scholarly interest, ‘the question of 

the body in the context of mass violence remains a largely unexplored area.’  

There were several reasons that suggested this as a worthy proposition to 

pursue. Perhaps most immediately, while what is currently Chapter Six of this 

portfolio had already been published and follows the ways in which Pretoria 

security police had killed and then disposed of the ‘difficult corpse,’ the project 

on Corpses of Mass Violence and Genocide provided an opportunity to further 

engage this across a wider TRC archive, demonstrating the regionally specific 

ways in which killing and disposal had occurred.  

Another thread, which I was keen to pursue, were the difficulties of relocating 

the war internally; despite the 1986 authorisation for the shift to counter-

revolutionary warfare and the associated tactic of ‘disappearing’ persons, 

referred to in the previous chapter, the number of persons abducted and killed 
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was relatively low. Thus, although these covert security police killings did not fit 

the scenarios of mass violence and genocide that Anstett and Dreyfus had in 

mind, it seemed that their focus might also make visible that which disables 

rather than — as much of the conference seemed intent to explore — enables the 

capacity to kill. The question of what disables picks up again on the issue of 

constraint as suggested in the previous chapter. Indeed, this chapter and the 

following chapter, approach the forms of constraint through a discussion of the 

specific tactic of ‘disappearance,’ even though this was always a marginal aspect 

of counter-revolutionary warfare. However, as the previous chapter has argued, 

the limit is not confined to the tactic of ‘disappearance’ but extends to the 

efficacy of apartheid’s counter-revolutionary war within South Africa and 

challenges the forms of absolute sovereignty, which often undergird 

representations of the apartheid state.  

Chronologically, then, this chapter was written after Chapter Six. Submitting an 

abstract for Corpses of Mass Violence and Genocide had been a spur of the 

moment decisions, and when accepted, I had debated the value of returning to 

the question of the dead body. However, I decided that while ‘Topographies of 

Terror’ had focused on how Pretoria security police had implemented the move 

to ‘bringing the war home’ in the post-1985 period, I would now take a step back 

as it were and provide a wider overview of what Pamila Gupta and Deborah 

Posel call ‘the war on the corpse’1 in the period 1985-89. What I perhaps did not 

anticipate was that while the new paper for Corpses of Mass Violence and 

Genocide would engage a wider spatial frame, the dead body itself would demand 

my attention in a different way. Although specific dead bodies are central to 

Chapter Six, the article evinces no special interest in the body as such, but rather, 

following Katherine Verdery, the largely symbolic and discursive afterlives of the 

particular persons killed by the Pretoria security police.2   

In part, the strong scholarly prohibition on ‘the pornography of violence’ was 

partially implicated in this disinterest: the prohibition arose from the argument 

                                                      
1  Deborah Posel and Pamila Gupta, ‘The Life of the Corpse: Framing Questions and Reflections,’ 
African Studies,  68, 3 (2009), p. 306. 
2  Verdery, Political Lives of Dead Bodies. 
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of scholars such as Nancy Scheper-Hughes and others that to gaze too closely at 

acts of  (especially spectacular) violence may constitute a form of repetition or a 

‘pornography of violence.’3 As something of a counter to this, I had found 

Gyanendra Pandey’s critique of the discipline of history’s inability to deal 

adequately with violence a compelling one; History, he suggested, occluded the 

event of violence by either placing it as merely an occurrence before that which 

required explanation (as in accounts of nation-building) or through a model of 

causality. This argument resonated with some of the research and work of the 

TRC, which suggested that a failure to examine violence might result in a 

profound misreading of its event. Here too, the insistence of the organisers of the 

Corpses of Mass Violence and Genocide project that an engagement with the dead 

body was crucial, ‘as death does not constitute the end of the executors work,’4 

made attention to violence and the physical body essential. This was particularly 

so in the first conference’s focus on modes of killing and disposal of the ‘difficult 

corpse.’5  

Returning then to the work on the body and counter-revolutionary violence in 

this new context took me to a different literature from that which had framed 

Chapter Six; this new literature was situated primarily in the discipline of 

anthropology, and was driven by the ‘return to materiality.’ Although continuing 

to be inflected by a Foucauldian interest in governmentalities, much of this 

literature was written against the reduction of the body (or violence) to 

discourse. Instead the question of the agency of things associated with the turn 

to materiality had led anthropologists to think with and about the agency of the 

dead body, and its material or affective presence.  

                                                      
3  Abraham Kaplan, ‘Violence as an Esthetic Category,’ Law and Contemporary Problems, 20, 4 
(Autumn, 1955); E. Valentine Daniel, Charred Lullabies: Chapters in an Anthropology of Violence 
(Princeton University Press, 1996) pp. 4-6, and on aestheticisation pp. 153-154; Philippe 
Bourgois, ‘Violating Apartheid in the United States: On the Streets and in Academia’ in France W. 
Twine and Jonathan W. Warren, eds., Racing Research, Researching Race: Methodological 
Dilemmas in Critical Race Studies (New York University Press, 2000), pp. 187-214.  Also see 
Carolyn Nordstrom, A Different Kind of War (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1997), pp. 18-19. 
4 Call for papers, Corpses of Mass Violence and Genocide (Stage 1): Corpses and Destruction 
(Destroyed, hidden, profaned and displayed corpses), p.1. 
5 Chapter Six, pp. 253.   
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While Chapter Six suggests an ‘economy of death,’ in which the dead body is 

made to do productive work, via this anthropological literature, I began to think 

of this less as an economy and more along the grain of counter-revolutionary 

warfare. If counter-revolution is the turning of something against itself, then 

along the grain, bodies, staged as guerrillas who had ‘blown themselves up,’ 

could be thought of as turning the body against itself from guerilla into a weapon 

of counter-revolutionary warfare. This mode of weaponising suggested the body 

itself became a technique of counter-revolutionary warfare, rather than merely 

an effect or product of an operation framed by counter-revolutionary policy. If 

invisibility (disappearing) is a condition of underground politics, in 

‘disappearing’ the enemy we see the production of the fugitive’s condition. But 

while fugitivity enabled the guerrilla or activist to elude or escape capture, 

‘disappearance’ turned the ‘disappeared’ combatant against himself, turning him 

into a weapon to spread rumours of an incompetent guerrilla force and 

uncertainty and fear among comrades and family. In this sense, ‘disappearance’ 

is the production of counter-terror. At the same time while the body was 

agentive, as Fontein and others had suggested, its agency was not that of the self 

who had been murdered, but that of the perpetrators. Not only did this point to 

the instability of the body, it suggested that some aspects of agency perhaps 

required rethinking.  

I struggled with the seeming plasticity of the body in this weaponising, and thus 

in thinking about the body’s agency. To think the agency of the physical dead 

body ontologically in relation to its microbiome certainly suggests one form of 

agency, but thinking agency in relation to its historical and political subjective 

ontologies was more challenging. Nonetheless, I found this engagement 

productive in its rethinking of agency as less agentive, not ‘the agent… defined 

variously as subject, object or mediator’6 but a more subtle and elusive 

animation of agency, which challenges the hard lines of agency associated with 

the grid of repression/resistance.   

 

                                                      
6  Lalu, ‘Grammar of Domination,’ p.22. 
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Introduction7 

As resistance intensified in what would turn out to be apartheid’s final decade, 

security forces in South Africa began covertly to execute opponents extra-

judicially, despite a formidable arsenal of security legislation and a State of 

Emergency from 1985-1990.8 A noteworthy aspect of these executions is that the 

modes of killing and disposing of dead bodies varied, sometimes along regional 

lines or according to the particular unit involved. Disposal of the bodies was 

similarly varied.  

This chapter traces these different methods of killing, paying particular attention 

to the disposal of bodies, which signalled a new frontier of hostility, namely the 

‘war on the corpse.’9 Of course, such instances of extra-judicial killing are not 

especially remarkable in the annals of counter-revolutionary warfare, 

documented across a variety of global settings. However, contrary to the state’s 

oft-repeated intention to annihilate the enemy — an intention seemingly realised 

in the common depiction of the apartheid state as exercising an untrammelled 

sovereignty — extra-judicial killings by state security forces occurred on a 

relatively limited scale, running into the hundreds, rather than the thousands. 

Despite close ties with various South American juntas, security police were 

unable to translate intent into anything like the mass disappearances 

perpetrated by those regimes. This scale, it is argued, arises less from a sense of 

restraint, than one of constraint, suggesting a need for more nuanced 

understandings of what enables or disables the intent to kill.             

 

 

                                                      
7  Originally published as ‘Death and Dismemberment: The Body and Counter-Revolutionary 
Warfare in Apartheid South Africa,' in Élisabeth Anstett and Jean-Marc Dreyfus, eds., Destruction 
and Human Remains: Disposal and Concealment in Genocide and Mass Violence (Manchester 
University Press, 2013). 
 8 There were in fact several declared states of emergency, but from June 1986, as each expired, a 
new one was introduced. For details see  http://www.sahistory.org.za/topic/state-emergency-
south-africa-1960-and-1980s accessed on 1 December 2012. 
9 Posel and Gupta, ‘The Life of the Corpse,’ p. 305. 

http://www.sahistory.org.za/topic/state-emergency-south-africa-1960-and-1980s
http://www.sahistory.org.za/topic/state-emergency-south-africa-1960-and-1980s
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The war comes home 

Among the many omissions laid at the door of South Africa’s Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission (TRC) is the absence of statistics indicating the 

number of persons killed as a result of political violence during its thirty-four 

year mandate period (1 March 1960 to 10 May 1994). This seems surprising for 

a commission specifically mandated to discover the ‘nature, causes and extent of 

gross violations of human rights’10 - of which killing was one such violation - and 

to determine the identity of both victims and perpetrators. Yet this was no lapse 

of memory. Firstly, determining what constituted a politically motivated killing 

proved a tricky enterprise, especially for the period 1990-1994, which accounted 

for a significant majority of deaths. Secondly, determining the identity of 

perpetrators proved even more intractable: in numerous instances the killer’s 

hand was either hidden, or misconstrued; in other instances, violence between 

opposing groups formed part of a deliberate strategy of counter-mobilisation by 

the South African state. Instead of hard numbers, then, the TRC offered a 

categorisation of killings: judicial executions, assassinations, elimination during 

arrest, enforced disappearances followed by elimination, ambushes, entrapment 

operations, killing of own forces.11  

Apartheid legislation allowed for the killing of political suspects through judicial 

execution when found guilty of offences of terrorism, sabotage or treason.12 

Additionally, generous indemnity regulations protected police responsible for 

shooting ‘rioters’ in civil unrest.13 If apartheid were understood as a regime that 

relied on coercion with respect to its black subjects, then the legislative right to 

kill in certain circumstances would seem to represent its ultimate sanction. Yet 

increasingly during the 1980s, funerals in particular were transformed into 

occasions of defiance, often resulting in further shootings and deaths at the 

                                                      
10 TRC Act. 
11 Although the TRC database coded killings according to method as well, much of the TRC 
Report’s ‘perpetrator volume’ is organised according to the above categories, TRC, Report, 
Volume  Two.  
12 Definitions of terrorism, sabotage and treason were extremely wide, enabling prosecution for 
acts of political opposition regarded as lawful in most democracies. Anthony S. Matthews, Law, 
Order and Liberty in South Africa (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1972), 
pp. 175-177. 
13 TRC, Report, Volume Two, p. 181.  
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hands of police. Townships, both in urban centres and rural towns, designed 

spatially as locations of control, had become instead centres of concentrated 

insurgency, in which the bodies of the dead were central to mobilisation. Images 

of coffins draped in flags, and surrounded by young activists dressed in khaki 

with fists or wooden replicas of AK47s aloft became a common sight in 

townships and, via the media, abroad. Thus enacting its ultimate sanction — to 

kill — visibly demonstrated, not apartheid’s power, but its illegitimacy.   

This crisis is reflected in state security documents in the mid-1980s, as the dual 

strategy of keeping the line of defence well beyond South Africa’s border through 

a policy of regional destabilisation and internal reform unravelled under the 

impact of resistance. As returning to rule by force only had the effect of 

increasing resistance, the regime turned instead to acting outside of its own legal 

framework. Bodies that had produced illegitimacy and impotence thus produced 

as well a move to secret killings.14 The TRC tracks a movement through which 

South Africa’s internal security situation is increasingly seen and enacted 

through the lens of war, and security policy and practice begin to mirror that of 

the external regional wars in which liberation movement figures had been 

assassinated or attacked.15  

The authorisation of ‘extraordinary measures’ did not, however, mean setting 

aside the legalism of the apartheid state, even despite majority support by the 

white electorate for tough security measures.16 Alongside calls to annihilate the 

enemy, therefore, security sub-committees debated at length about how to 

restrict internal opposition movements within the framework of a legally 

enacted state of emergency,17 and parliament passed successive amendments to 

                                                      
14 The intention is not to suggest that resistance is responsible for the move to extra-judicial 
killing; rather what is indexed here is Foucault’s notion of power as productive. Michel Foucault, 
‘The Subject and Power,’ in Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow, eds., Michel Foucault: Beyond 
Structuralism and Hermaneutics, 2nd edition (University of Chicago Press, 1983).  
15 TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 14-40.  
16This refers to the way in which apartheid was carefully codified into a myriad of laws, and the 
manner in which the then government ‘placed a premium on law and order; on rule based formal 
legalism…’ Dikgang Moseneke, ‘A journey from the heart of apartheid darkness towards a just 
society,’ Philip Hart Memorial Lecture, Georgetown University, 4 April 2012, 
http://scholarship.law.georgetown.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1000&context=hartlecture 
accessed on 20 January 2013. 
17 TTS, SSSC, File 22/3/2/44, Pretoria State Archives. See later discussion in Conclusions and 
Future Itineraries, p. 321. 

http://scholarship.law.georgetown.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1000&context=hartlecture
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existing security legislation. 

While the military played a key role in formulating security strategy,18 it was 

primarily police structures that engaged in extra-judicial eliminations inside 

South Africa.19 Sometimes, official police units conducted such killings; in other 

instances, ‘unofficial-official’ units or networks of small groups of like-minded 

operatives emerged or security police commanders singled out and deployed 

particular operatives to conduct such operations. A large number of security 

police involved in these actions had prior experience of deployment in South 

Africa’s own direct theatres of war, namely Rhodesia and South West Africa20 —

places that perfectly match Mbembe’s description of locations ‘where violence of 

the state of exception is deemed to operate in the service of “civilization.”’ 21 

A common political and scholarly depiction of this period has been of a 

militarised state, where parliamentary government acted as a mere rubber 

stamp for a highly centralised State Security Council (SSC) led by the president, 

which through a network of structures reached from the pinnacle of government 

to the smallest locality in South Africa and back again. In this view the SSC not 

only acted as a supreme panopticon but, crucially, decided, authorised and 

oversaw all security operations, both lawful and unlawful.22 This view is 

challenged by the work of the TRC, which suggests instead that, although extra-

judicial killing represents a wider authorisation and sanction, it took place in a 

more contingent and haphazard way.23 Unlike the external theatre where the 

right to self-defence could be called upon (even if illegitimately), the move to 

eliminating political suspects inside South Africa was unlawful. Consequently, no 

standing rules of engagement or operating procedures could be specified, except 

for what has been termed the unwritten 11thcommandmant, ‘Thou shalt not be 

                                                      
18 Seegers, The Military in the Making of Modern South Africa.  
19‘Analysis of security force perpetrators,’ document extracted from TRC database and amnesty 
hearings. 
20 Introduction, p. 92; Chapter Four, 210; Chapter Six, p. 261.  
21 Achille Mbembe, ‘Necropolitics,’ Public Culture, 15, 1 (2003), p. 24. 
22 Frankel et al, eds., State, Resistance and Change in South Africa; Cock, and Nathan, eds., War and 
Society. 
23  Fullard and Rousseau, ‘Who gave the orders?’ pp. 8-9.  
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found out.’24  

 

Modes of killing 

Modes of killing covertly were multiple and varied. As one tactic, security forces 

used the cover of lawful killings to conduct executions. Thus for instance a 

security policy document suggests that during ‘riots,’ police should target 

‘ringleaders.’25 Similarly, another tactic was to shoot rather than arrest suspects 

on the pretext of acting in self-defence against armed combatants or to prevent a 

suspect from escaping.26  

Enforced disappearances, followed by killing, accounted for a number of other 

covert murders. Security police based in the major cities of Johannesburg, 

Pretoria (including security police headquarters), Durban and Port Elizabeth all 

applied for amnesty for ‘disappearing’ combatants and/or activists in their 

region, including several abductions from neighbouring states such as Lesotho or 

Swaziland. The pattern was similar – activists would be taken into informal 

custody or lured into traps by agents and then transported to rural areas. Here 

the rural functioned as a ‘safe zone.’27 Abductees would be interrogated 

(sometimes tortured) for varying periods of time and then executed unless they 

agreed to collaborate. The exact form of execution varied – Pretoria security 

police strangled several captives, three were slowly electrocuted using an 

electric generator, others were sedated before being detonated; Durban police 

seemed to prefer death by a single shot to the back of the head; Port Elizabeth 

security police shot or stabbed several activists as well as killing four of their 

own (black) colleagues in a car bomb.28 

                                                      
24 TRC, Report, Volume One, p. 43.  
25 TRC, Report, Volume Two, p. 176.  
26 TRC Report, Volume Two, pp. 250-257. 
27 In devising a modus operandi, security police drew on what was familiar and often personal. 
The rural was a key aspect of certain operatives ‘imaginary of violence.’ For a more detailed 
discussion of this,  Chapter Six, pp. 259-261. 
28 ‘Analysis of security force perpetrators.’ 
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Setting up ambushes provided another means to dispose of persons rather than 

arrest them. This tactic sometimes involved groups of six to seven guerrillas, but 

most were directed at individuals or very small groups of mainly guerrilla 

suspects. In contrast, in entrapment operations, security police targeted young 

political activists of open political movements, who were then ‘recruited’ by 

undercover agents purporting to be guerrilla commanders and led to their 

deaths. For example, in 1985, in an operation code-named Zero Zero, which was 

approved by the minister of police, young men from the townships of Duduza 

and Tsakane townships near Johannesburg were ‘recruited’ and trained. They 

were then supplied with hand-grenades for the purpose of a simultaneous attack 

on identified collaborators in their communities. Seven youths were killed and a 

further eight seriously injured when the zero-timed devices exploded in their 

hands.29  In another operation, jointly run with Special Forces/CCB, ‘recruits’ 

were driven to an ambush site, injected with sedatives, placed back in their 

vehicle together with an AK47 and a limpet mine. The vehicle was then crashed 

into a tree, and set alight, killing and burning the ten young men. Such operations 

were replicated in several regions. 30 

 

The ‘war on the corpse’ 

If the move to extra-judicial elimination is one in which the strategies and tactics 

of a wider regional war were adopted, then the variety of means and modes of 

killing outlined above speak to difficulties and constraints in relocating this war 

internally. For example, Koevoet, the police unit in which many of these security 

police had served in counter-insurgency operations in Namibia, shot dead 

guerrilla suspects and displayed their bodies openly, ‘tied onto spare tyres, 

bumpers, mudguards and were left there until [they] got back to the base 

                                                      
29 At the time,  a newspaper report noted that ‘In a statement from Lusaka the ANC alleged that 
police posing as guerrillas gave grenades to inexperienced activists and deliberately instructed 
them incorrectly, causing the weapons to explode in their hands’ (Cape Times,  28 June 1985).  
30 TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 257-267; Volume Six, pp. 198-203. 
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camp.’31 Veteran photographer of the Namibian war, John Liebenberg, describes 

one such incident:  

Under the baobab close to the shop of Johannes Andjamba, Guy Tillim and 

I stopped for a coke [Coca Cola] and a little shade. Excited voices pointed 

to a Koevoet patrol returning to the base. “Look,” murmured Guy. On the 

side of the vehicle lay slumped the body of man. The Casspirs stopped 

outside a cuca shop and the occupants disappeared inside. I cannot recall 

how we got to the vehicles. All I remember was the deathly silence. We 

both took some frames…32    

Kill ratios were carefully recorded by individual units whose members received 

bounties accordingly. Reputedly, the taking of trophies or fetishes, body parts 

such as ears, was not uncommon.33 In contrast to this, inside South Africa, killing 

was forced to happen under cover of secrecy, or to masquerade in other forms, 

or to be conducted in ways that seemed little different from criminal murder. 

These ‘difficult’ bodies could not be left on the side of the road like road kill nor 

displayed publicly strapped to the front or rear bumper of military or police 

vehicles nor captured in photographs that mimicked the Big Game safari shot, 

which also circulated semi-surreptitiously in regional war zones.34   

Again there were no standing rules regarding disposal, requiring each team to 

develop its own modus operandi. As with killing a range of methods emerged, 

and although certain patterns or preferences can be discerned, sometimes 

crossing regions, they retain a sense of improvisation and being driven by 

opportunity. A number of bodies were concealed. For example, police in the 

                                                      
31 Sean Callaghan, TRC Health Sector Hearing, accessed on 1 December 2012, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/special/health/health01.htm accessed 13 October 2013; 
Herbstein and Evenson, The Devils Are Among Us, pp. 76-77. See also Conclusions and Future 
Itineraries.  
32 Liebenberg and Hayes, Bush of Ghosts, pp. 247. Guy Tillim and John Liebenberg both belonged 
to the photographic collective, Afrapix, and were among the many anti-apartheid photographers. 
Liebenberg also worked for the weekly newspaper, The Namibian, and documented the war and 
South Africa’s occupation extensively. 
33 Etienne van Heerden, ‘My Cuban,’ in Mad Dog and Other Stories (Cape Town: New Africa Books, 
1992), p. 74. 
34 Pauw, Into the Heart of Darkness,  p. 82 ; SWAPO, ‘SWATF/Koevoets not war veterans,’ 
http://www.swapoparty.org/swatf_koevoets_not_war_veterans.html accessed on 7 December 
2012. 

http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/special/health/health01.htm
http://www.swapoparty.org/swatf_koevoets_not_war_veterans.html
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Natal region threw a body over a densely wooded cliff, one was buried in a 

sugar-cane field, some dumped in the territory of opposing political groups, 

while several more were buried, covered with limestone to hasten 

decomposition, in secret graves.35 Such bodies remained available for possible 

discovery at a later stage, presenting perhaps some degree of risk. Other security 

police units attempted to ensure the complete obliteration of the bodies of those 

they killed by different methods. In a few cases, the bodies were allegedly 

thrown into a crocodile infested river, while in at least three known separate 

cases, the bodies of abductees were repeatedly detonated.36 

Other security police burnt their dead bodies. These cases narrated at public TRC 

amnesty hearings have achieved iconic notoriety. Dirk Coetzee, then commander 

of Vlakplaas, provided a cavalier description in which he detailed the burning 

process, as well as describing how alongside this fire, he and his accomplices had 

a braai (South African parlance for a barbecue).37 Another unit attempted a more 

clinical register, seemingly at pains to dispel the image that had been conjured 

up of beer-swilling men, eating barbecued meat, while their victims burnt 

alongside them. Nonetheless they recounted dousing bodies with diesel and 

placing them on a fire, which had to be fed all night. Even then, not all remains 

were incinerated, demonstrating the difficulty of burning adult human bodies on 

an open pyre. According to the testimony, the remaining pieces of burnt flesh 

and bone were gathered into plastic bags and thrown into a river.38 However, 

some 25 odd years later, exhumations on the farm discovered 12.6kg of diesel-

coated burnt human bone fragments in two septic tanks, just metres from where 

the bodies had been burnt.39 

By contrast, Pretoria security police chose not to conceal the bodies of those 

whom they had abducted and killed. Taking the ‘war on the corpse’ to new levels, 

                                                      
35 TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 240-242, 269, 545, 547, 549.   
36 TRC, Report, Volume Three, p. 623, Volume Two, p. 240. Amnesty Decision, AC 2001/241, 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/decisions/2001/ac21241.htm accessed on 1 December 2012.   
37 TRC Amnesty Hearing,  http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/durban/coetzee1.htm 
accessed on 1 December 2012; Coetzee, ‘Hit-squads.’Section 5.4.8.3.   
38 TRC Amnesty Hearing, 15-19 September 1997, 22-26 September 1997, 3-13 November 1997,  
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/am1997.htm accessed on 1 December 2012.  
39 MPTT, ‘Report: The Search for Missing Activists at Post Chalmers near Cradock, Eastern Cape,’ 
August 2009.  

http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/decisions/2001/ac21241.htm
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/durban/coetzee1.htm
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/am1997.htm
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bodies were displayed openly but their very publicity acted to obfuscate. In one 

case involving a victim who had been strangled to death, a tyre was placed 

around the victims’ neck and then set alight to suggest a death by ‘necklacing’; in 

several other cases, bodies were transported from the city to outlying rural 

areas, placed on a landmine or several limpet mines, which were then 

detonated.40  

As this coincided with a period in which the ANC’s armed wing was engaged in a 

landmine campaign, these were ascribed not to accidental victims but to 

terrorists who had accidentally ‘blown themselves up.’ In a few instances, the 

victim was still alive at the time of detonation, having allegedly been sedated, 

thus the explosion served both to kill and dispose of the dead body. A similar 

modus operandi was used in at least two other regions, although here bodies 

were placed on railway lines (a frequent target of guerrilla attacks aimed at 

disrupting transport systems).41  

Ironically in these cases, the mode of disposal converted the bodies of ‘black 

operations’42 to those able to enter the normal bureaucracy of death, as did those 

other bodies which masqueraded as legitimate killings such as those killed in 

‘combat’ or while ‘escaping’ from custody. Here bodies would be processed in the 

usual manner of unnatural deaths: after the crime scene had been marked out, 

photographed and sketched, and where possible fingerprints taken, the body 

would be removed to the nearest police mortuary. 

 Mortuary records tell their own story of unnatural and violent death of Africans 

under apartheid.  In one region the bodies of counter-revolutionary warfare 

operations interrupt the columns of numerous stillborn and infant deaths, 

homicides, winter deaths of the elderly and unusually high numbers of untimely 

death by motor vehicle or mining accidents. In another, mortuary registers 

record high levels of suicides, and in the mid-to late 1980s, politically motivated 

‘witchcraft killings’ of largely elderly women. In almost all cases, the bodies of 

counter-revolutionary warfare were recorded among the extraordinarily high 

                                                      
40 For disposal of bodies, TRC Report, Volume Six, pp. 236-240; Chapter Six here pp. 253-256. 
41 TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 242- 243.  
42 A black operation is military speak for covert operations. 
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number of ‘Unknown black males’ recorded in death registers across South 

Africa, reflecting the historical legacies of migrant labour; sometimes they were 

distinguished from the rest by the appellation ‘terroris’ (terrorist).  

Criminal investigations in South Africa do not require forensic pathologists to 

examine the crime scene. With no state pathologists outside of the main urban 

areas, post-mortems were conducted by the closest district surgeon, ‘state 

employed doctors whose work combined medico-legal duties with caring for 

indigent patients pro bono’ as well as certain categories of civil servants.43 

District surgeons had the most rudimentary of forensic training from medical 

school, were rarely willing to risk a confrontation with security police, and 

squeezed in post-mortem duties between their routine medical duties. Post 

mortems could sometimes take place days, in some cases even weeks, after death 

and many noted little more than race, cause of death and a rudimentary marking 

up of injuries on a diagrammatic representation of the body. Thereafter, the body 

(or remains thereof) would be released to the undertaker responsible for 

indigent burials, placed in a coffin and buried in an unmarked pauper’s grave in 

the local cemetery.  

Much has been written of the human impulse to rescue dead and decaying 

matter from its material and animal origins through various rituals. Posel and 

Gupta suggest that ‘exceptional and demeaning’ defilement of human remains, or 

burial as unknown and unclaimed, may reflect an opposite and ‘symbolically 

potent’ intent – to reduce the victim to mere dead meat.44 This resonates with 

the accounts above, especially those accounts of burning accompanied by the 

making and consumption of animal meat.  

In his meditation on the tensions between justice and mourning, Laqueur argues 

that precisely because victims of mass genocide and killing die like dogs or 

beasts, the work of identifying and naming is an important re-humanising 

                                                      
43 Paul Gready, ’Medical Complicity in Human Rights Abuses: A Case Study of District Surgeons in 
Apartheid South Africa,’ Journal of Human Rights, 6,1 (2007), p. 416. 
44 Posel and Gupta, ‘The Life of the Corpse,’ p. 301. 
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gesture.45 But were bodies staged as terrorists reduced to mere animal matter or 

dead meat? Here, perhaps ironically, by staging such deaths as terrorists who 

had blown themselves up, the security police attached an identity that remained 

essentially human, part of a political community, even if for some, they may have 

been regarded as inhumane. Indeed what has been termed here as the routine 

bureaucracy of death only served to reinforce the fact that these were humans. 

Thus, for instance, the detonated pieces of flesh near the village of Buanja, which 

led a villager to investigate why ‘carnivorous birds’ were in the area, set in 

motion a process that is indisputably a human one. The remains (two feet, 

fragmented parts of a skull, vertebrae, ribcage segments, a left shoulder joint as 

well as a portion of the lower abdomen) was not left for the vultures to pick-over 

and consume, or incinerated, but were ultimately placed in a coffin, and buried in 

a cemetery as a human body.46 At the same time, apartheid did not end with 

death, and the often cursory and demeaning treatment of the dead body served 

to ‘reaffirm racial hierarchies of personal worth in death as much as in life.’47 

These cases point to the difficulties in erasing (or dehumanising) the human, and 

how in certain circumstances the human may unexpectedly return, even if in 

ways that remain ideologically circumscribed. Similarly, in the public recounting 

of these incidents, public revulsion functioned perhaps to reveal the perpetrators 

not only to be inhumane but to be inhuman, and, in this move, enabling those 

bodies reduced and burnt like dead meat to be re-humanised. 48 

 

 

                                                      
45 Thomas Laqueur, ‘The Dead Body and Human Rights’ in Sean Sweeney and Ian Hodder, eds., 
The Body (Cambridge University Press, 2002); Thomas Laqueur cited in Bonnie Honig, ‘The Other 
is Dead: Mourning, Justice and the Politics of Burial,’ in Alexander K. Hirsch, ed., Theorizing Post-
Conflict Reconciliation: Agonism, Restitution and Repair (Oxford: Routledge, 2012), pp. 149-150. 
46 For the Buanja incident, see Chapter Six, p. 246, and for the burial of these remains, Chapter 
Six, pp. 262-263. 
47 Posel and Gupta, ‘The Life of the Corpse,’ p. 304. 
48 This effect may also account for a phenomenon noticed by some TRC staff members that the 
more brutal an account provided by perpetrators was, the more believable it seemed to be for 
victim families and a wider public. Perhaps this was valued not for its evidentiary value but 
because it re-asserted what was properly regarded as human and inhuman. 
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The tactical invasion of the dead body49   

Scholars warn against seeking to explain violence through examining its causes 

or functions and the instrumentalisation thereof. To do so may reduce violence 

‘to a practical tool used by opposing social actors in pursuit of conflicting ends. 

Whether treated as a cause, function, or instrument, violence is generally 

assumed rather than examined in its concreteness.‘50 While mindful of this 

warning, the concern here is not to explain violence but to explore an aspect of 

necropolitics,51 namely the dead body as ‘thing’ and how even after its separation 

from a prior self, it remains available as a ‘medium for searing assertions of 

power.’52 This interest intersects with certain aspects regarding the agency of the 

dead as well as the ‘return to materiality’ in conditions of violence.53        

If, as has been argued, the move to extra-judicial elimination suggests not 

unfettered power of the apartheid state but rather its limits, nonetheless the 

above account demonstrates how this constraint became generative of new 

forms of power over the body. While bodies buried or obliterated had no further 

value (except perhaps as a boast), other approaches to disposal seemed to 

suggest that a dead body although lifeless had not yet escaped the binds of 

counter-revolutionary warfare.  

At its most basic and passive, bodies produced by ambushes or entrapment 

operations functioned to conceal intent or the identity of killers. Thus, for 

example, an ambush scene openly identified the police as the trigger-puller, but 

                                                      
49 This plays on Allen Feldman’s formulation of the ‘tactile invasion’ of the body, Allen Feldman, 
‘Violence and Vision: The Aesthetics and Prosthetics of Terror,’ Public Culture, 10, 1 (1997), p. 27. 
50  Fernando Coronil and Julie Skurski, ‘Dismembering and Remembering the Nation: The 
Semantics of Political Violence in Venezuela,’ Comparative Studies in History and Society, 33, 2, 
(1991), p. 289. 
51Mbembe, ‘Necropolitics.’ 
52 Coronel and Skurski, ‘Dismembering and Remembering,’ p. 289. 
53 Joost Fontein, ‘Between Tortured Bodies and Resurfacing Bones: The Politics of the Dead in 
Zimbabwe,’ Journal of Material Culture, 15,4 (2010); Cara Krmpotich, Joost Fontein, John Harries, 
‘The Substance of Bones: the Materiality and Affective Presence of Human Remains,’ Journal of 
Material Culture, 15, 4 (2010); Zoë Crossland, ‘Of Clues and Signs: The Dead Body and its 
Evidential Traces,’ American Anthropologist, 111, 1 (2009); Ewa Domanska, ‘The Material 
Presence of the Past,’ History and Theory, 45, 3 (2006); Bruno Latour, ‘How to Talk About the 
Body: The Normative Dimensions of Science Study,’ Body and Society, 10, 2-3 (2004); Ciraj 
Rassool, ‘Human Remains: Disciplines of the Dead and the South African Memorial Complex’ in 
Derek R. Petersen, Kodzo Guava and Ciraj Rassool, eds., The Politics of Heritage in Africa: 
Economies, Histories, Infrastructures (Cambridge University Press, 2016).  
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the scene and the bodies of those killed would be staged to suggest a combat or 

escape scenario. On the other hand, those killed in entrapment operations or 

detonated by landmines spoke not to ‘murder most foul’ but to death ‘by their 

own hands.’ In these choreographed settings in which security police acted as 

creative director, land- or limpet-mines were the active agents, while bodies, 

sometimes alive, were mere matter to be acted upon. More than concealing the 

hands of the killers, these were arrangements where the very display of bodies 

was intended to convey a message.54 As the commander of the Pretoria security 

police put it:  

These would be destroyed by means of explosives, so that firstly, the 

identity could not be established and secondly so that the South African 

public would be brought under the impression that they were so badly 

trained that they would blow themselves up.55 

In several instances, a parallel scene rolled: through the collection of statements, 

filling and filing of forms and documents (post mortem, photographs and maps of 

the crime scene, finger prints), the sole purpose was to make visible and fix a 

particular version of the incident, namely one that sought to whiten the blackest 

of operations. 

Bodies and possessions of those killed in ambushes produced information. 

Through the ‘tactile invasion’ of the body or, more aptly here, dismemberment, a 

visual archive of finger print cards, crime scene photos and post mortem body 

shots worked ‘to “arrest” and “capture” the criminal [read terrorist].’56 Bodies 

yielded fingerprints used to identify individuals and connect them to biographies 

of resistance; photographs of suspects, matched to earlier mug shots, or even of 

the dead body, were routinely used in interrogations of other terror suspects.  

Indeed in some documented cases, detainees were literally taken to the scene or 

the mortuary or shown photographs of the deceased both to inculcate fear as 

                                                      
54 For the display and language of the dead body see Michael Taussig, ‘The Language of Flowers,’ 
Critical Inquiry 30 (1), 2003. 
55 ‘Jac’ Cronje, TRC Amnesty Hearing, Pretoria, 21 October 1999,  available on 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99101228_pre_991021.htm accessed on 1 
December 2012.   
56 Allan Sekula cited in Crossland, ‘Of Clues and Signs,’ p. 72. 

http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99101228_pre_991021.htm
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well as to collect information.57 Weaponry, clothing and possessions, possibly 

notes or documents, could provide further information. This kind of information, 

forwarded to security headquarters and entered into a database, would become 

available, sometimes for years afterwards, in further investigations, possible 

future court-cases, as well as operationally. In South Africa’s external theatre of 

war, in northern Namibia, stomach contents of dead guerrillas, provided by post 

mortems hastily performed by military doctors, told trackers what food had been 

consumed and when, enabling trackers to locate villages whose inhabitants may 

have provided sustenance. Here, as Patricia Hayes suggests, ‘bodies are not just 

going into the grave, they are leading in all sorts of directions,’ enabling further 

surveillance and interrogation.58 

Bodies could also function as faulty intelligence able to disrupt the fabric of trust 

that is always critical to resistance in repressive regimes. Several of the 

disappeared were rumoured to have ‘sold out’ or ‘crossed sides.’ In another 

instance, a young activist was necklaced at the funeral of the young militants 

killed in Operation Zero Zero, after suspicion fell on her because she had been a 

passenger in the car of the security police agent who had posed as the guerrilla 

commander and supplied the young men with the zero-timed devices. In such 

instances, one could say that the body served to function in a more active way 

and pernicious way - to disrupt its own forces.59 The same can be said where 

security police killings were staged as victims of inter- or intra-party conflict 

between rival resistance movements, or as ‘accidental deaths’ of an incompetent 

guerrilla army whose poorly trained combatants had ‘blown themselves up.’  

While the resort to killing may be understood as a register of the failure to turn 

the resister into a compliant subject – in other words, marking a certain kind of 

limit – then these instrumental displays by the security police functioned to turn 

back this failure onto the enemy itself. Here, where the tactics (or imagined 

tactics) of the enemy are returned to that enemy we have the classic move of 

what J.J. McCuen refers to as ‘the art of counter-revolutionary warfare,’ a move 

                                                      
57 Telephonic interview with FMR, 3 November 1999, LWM statement both in Nicky Rousseau 
and Madeleine Fullard exhumation notes.    
58  Hayes, Bush of Ghosts, p. 21. 
59 TRC, Report, Volume Three, pp. 628-631, 667-668. 
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made more potent by turning the body itself into a weapon.60 This 

‘weaponisation’ of the dead body as an active agent of the war against its own 

comrades marked a new frontier of the ‘war on the corpse.’ 

At the same time, the capacity to thus conscript and deploy the dead body in the 

service of counter-insurgency remained risky and sometimes unpredictable, and 

the efficacy of such carefully staged performances could not be guaranteed and 

could have the opposite effect of that intended. The white electorate might not be 

reassured by seemingly incompetent guerrillas, but be unnerved by the multiple 

explosions. Similarly, supporters of the liberation movements might still regard 

those killed as heroic resisters, ‘good comrades’ who had paid the ultimate 

sacrifice; or, as with Operation Zero Zero, suspect the involvement of the state.61 

Organisations and their members could reject attempts to ascribe killings to rival 

political movements. 

In this regard, nowhere was the power of the dead body to call forth multitudes 

more evident than the killing of four men in the Eastern Cape. The Cradock 

Four,62 as they are colloquially referred to, were abducted in June 1985, just 

weeks after one of the incidents described above involving the burning of three 

bodies. In this instance, however, the victims were variously stabbed or shot, 

their bodies mutilated and set alight in bushes alongside a road. Despite 

attempts by security police to lay the blame at the door of a rival political 

movement by leaving a pamphlet of that organisation next to the victims’ burnt- 

out car, their killings produced one of the largest political funerals in the history 

of apartheid South Africa.63 

Perhaps here one should note that the power of the dead body to generate 

resistance, and as a weapon of counter-revolutionary warfare, is at odds with 

each other. Does this require some re-thinking of the notion of the agency of the 

dead body (and, as things/ objects, of the return to the material itself)? While 

                                                      
60 McCuen, The Art of Counter-Revolutionary Warfare .  
61 See fn 29, this chapter. 
62 So-named after the small town from which they came and which had become an important 
centre of rural resistance. 
63 TRC, Report, Volume Two, p. 227-228. 
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this debate is far wider than mere questions of human intent or 

instrumentalisation, it nonetheless calls attention to more limited concerns 

posed by the notion of ‘bodies of evidence’ or the ‘unsettled body’ that calls for 

justice or recovery.64 Where bodies have acted as weapons of counter-

revolutionary warfare they act not with their own but another’s agency, 

challenging the claim that the dead body can be a witness beyond the grave, 

capable of providing an alternative form of testimony.’65 Without confessions 

from the killers, these bodies would most likely have remained as the bodies of 

guerrillas who had accidentally fallen victim to their own explosives. In these 

cases, as Domanska suggests, the bodies ‘[served] the living, becoming the space 

of conflict between different interests of power… [and] knowledge…’66 In a 

similar vein, Crossland warns that the ‘mediating interpretants’ of ‘the body of 

evidence’ — including those who research and study dead bodies — may act to 

‘[endow] the dead with an agency that is carefully channelled and constrained.’67  

Thus while the confessional text may not provide the truth, the material body 

may mislead. 

Indeed, the bodies themselves seem to obfuscate. Thus, the body fragments 

scattered across the landscape following detonation by a landmine call in 

multiple ways — as prey to vultures, as possibly human to local villagers, and as 

terrorist to police — suggesting a movement of the body from inhuman to 

human or human-but-inhumane. Nonetheless seemingly the dead body of the 

enemy could not be left as prey and had to be returned to the category of 

racialised human subject through burial as an unknown pauper/terrorist. In 

turn, the post-apartheid has enabled a further movement to named/beloved 

through exhumation or named/hero via the state’s memorial practices.68 If 

agency is understood as the capacity of the body (thing) to affect or ‘perform a 

                                                      
64 Domanska, ‘The Material Presence of the Past’; Crossland, ‘Of Signs and Clues’; Fontein, 
‘Between Tortured Bodies and the Resurfacing of Bones.’ 
65 Widely associated with forensic anthropologist Clyde Snow, who famously said that ‘bones 
make good witnesses. Although they speak softly, they never lie and never forget.’ Cited in Zoë 
Crossland, ‘The Agency of the Dead’ in N.J. Enfield and Paul Kockelman, Distributed Agency 
(Oxford University Press, 2017), p. 182.. 
66 Domanska, ‘The Material Presence of the Past,’ p. 344. 
67 Crossland, ‘Of Signs and Clues,’ p. 75. 
68 Ashis Nandy, ‘Coming Home: Religion, Mass Violence and the Exiled and Secret Selves of a 
Citizen-Killer,’ Public Culture, 22, 1 (2010), p. 145. 
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socializing function,’69 then here it demonstrates the power to do so. More than 

this, the dead body that produces a misreading can thus mislead those who seek 

to read and interpret its meaning. In a different context, Gaston Gordillo suggests 

that ‘[w]hat makes corpses affectively unpredictable is that their power to affect 

is liberated from the capacity to be affected. This gives corpses… a potent 

political afterlife.’70  

 

100s rather than 1 000s 

And yet. These killings, as noted at the outset, number not in the thousands, but 

amount to a few hundred. They are on the same scale, possibly even less, than 

the sum of South Africa’s most notorious serial killers, even if we were to add a 

few hundred more given that existing statistics represents only those whose fate 

is known and for whom apartheid security forces are the indisputable killers. 

Taking this into account, the figure of killings is most certainly higher. For 

example, one could hypothesise that more combat deaths were in fact killings, or 

that the security forces are responsible for a number of the 477 persons the TRC 

notes as still missing, of whom just over 100 were classified as probable enforced 

disappearances, 64 of whom were last seen in the company of a members of the 

security forces, and a further 117 as having disappeared during periods of 

unrest.71 This would certainly increase, even possibly doubling the figures, but 

would not substantially alter the overall picture. Occasional rumours of mass 

graves, and proliferating bodies, which surface from time to time are regarded as 

                                                      
69 Domanska, ‘The material presence of the past,’ p. 340. 
70 Gaston Gordillo, ‘The Afterlife of a Sovereign Corpse: Gaddafi,’ Critical Legal Thinking, 28 
October 2011, http://criticallegalthinking.com/2011/10/28/the-afterlife-of-a-sovereign-corpse-
gaddafi/ accessed on 1 December 2012.  
71 TRC, Report, Volume Six, pp. 512-549.  These figures are contested by victim organisation, 
Khulumani, which uses a far wider definition of political. In one report Khulumani suggests there 
are more likely to be 1500 unresolved cases. See https://wayback.archive-
it.org/1068/20150916224700/http://www.enforceddisappearances.org/en/world-
map/map/country/south-africa accessed 18 April 2008. However, on another report, the figure 
given is 6800 unresolved missing persons from the apartheid era on its database.  See 
Khulumani. ‘A story of a disappearance resolved: Mr Buti Mqakelana.’ 11 November 2012. 
http://www.khulumani.net/truth-a-memory/item/718-a-story-of-a-disappearance-resolved-
mr-buti-mqakelana.html accessed 1 December 2012. 

http://criticallegalthinking.com/2011/10/28/the-afterlife-of-a-sovereign-corpse-gaddafi/
http://criticallegalthinking.com/2011/10/28/the-afterlife-of-a-sovereign-corpse-gaddafi/
https://wayback.archive-it.org/1068/20150916224700/http:/www.enforceddisappearances.org/en/world-map/map/country/south-africa
https://wayback.archive-it.org/1068/20150916224700/http:/www.enforceddisappearances.org/en/world-map/map/country/south-africa
https://wayback.archive-it.org/1068/20150916224700/http:/www.enforceddisappearances.org/en/world-map/map/country/south-africa
http://www.khulumani.net/truth-a-memory/item/718-a-story-of-a-disappearance-resolved-mr-buti-mqakelana.html
http://www.khulumani.net/truth-a-memory/item/718-a-story-of-a-disappearance-resolved-mr-buti-mqakelana.html
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improbable by investigators responsible for post-TRC investigations.72 These 

rather small numbers seem at odds with the general depiction of apartheid, not 

only as cruel and evil, but as a highly militarised police state. This is further 

contrary to apartheid’s self-representation at the time when it vowed to 

annihilate the enemy, as well as to how it is remembered and depicted in 

memorialisation initiatives, which appears to share much of that self-

representation.  

There are different ways of answering this puzzle. One is to point to the fact that 

the vast majority of those killed by apartheid were not killed by its security 

forces, but rather by forms of deliberately engineered and enforced structural 

violence such as restrictions on movement that garrisoned the majority of black 

South Africans away from the cities in so-called ‘homelands ’ where mortuary 

registers would be filled with premature deaths. Thus South Africa’s mass graves 

would be in the cemeteries of resettlement camps such as Dimbaza, or the 

literally hundreds of migrant workers buried anonymously as paupers in city 

cemeteries. In other words, following a well-worn critique, a focus on bodies of 

mass killing is in danger of obscuring colonial or apartheid pasts in its failure to 

recognise that in certain parts of the world, mass killing is invisible and a 

consequence of the slow attrition of structural violence.  

A further argument may be that other security strategies were found to be more 

effective and indeed account for considerably more deaths. Thus the policy of 

keeping the line of defence as far as possible beyond South Africa’s borders was 

directly responsible for thousands upon thousands of deaths mainly in South 

Africa’s own theatre of war, Namibia and southern Angola, and at least partially 

accountable for many thousands more in a proxy war in Mozambique, as well as 

more limited deaths in Zimbabwe, Zambia, Botswana, Lesotho and Swaziland.73 

Then too within South Africa, civilian protest played a far more significant role 

than the armed struggle, and deaths arising from civilian protest are certainly 

higher than these security police killings. However, by far the highest number of 

                                                      
72 Personal communication with Madeleine Fullard, head of the MPTT.   
73 TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 93-97, 144-154. South Africa’s military forces were engaged in 
both direct and proxy war in Angola.  
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deaths arising from direct political violence inside South Africa are those killed in 

inter-civilian conflict between liberation movements and Inkatha. Certainly 

political violence in these areas most closely approximates the description 

Mbembe provides of ‘zones in which war and disorder, internal and external 

figures of the political, stand side by side or alternate with each other … the 

location par excellence where the controls and guarantees of judicial order can 

be suspended… ’74  

But here we are returned to the conundrum faced by the TRC. As with the proxy 

wars in Angola and Mozambique, apportioning responsibility for such deaths is 

no easy matter. Certainly, counter-mobilisation, including deliberate fomenting 

of violence, was a key component of the apartheid government’s counter-

revolutionary warfare strategy and the TRC tracked overall support from the 

apartheid government for Inkatha, including political support, the training and 

arming of a covert hit-squad, as well as the supply of arms during the early 

1990s.75 As a former member of a covert military unit put it: 

The emphasis was more placed on disruption by means of indirect means 

of getting the enemy to kill itself, to detain itself and to disrupt itself. And 

physically killing them was placed more or less ... [a]s a last resort, sort of 

method. But emphasis… was placed on sowing confusion and distrust 

between these different organisations...76  

Yet this conflict is not reducible to a simple state project, but has a more 

muddled authorship and it is impossible, for example, to disaggregate deaths 

arising from a security force-trained hit-squad with the wider cycle of killing and 

revenge killing that the actions of the hit-squad may have encouraged. Counter-

mobilisation’s success relied on the capacity to mobilise along pre-existing 

faultlines; despite efforts to replicate their success in the north-east and 

Johannesburg, the security forces were unable to do so elsewhere in any 

significant way despite the considerable resources of the military, which largely 

                                                      
74 Mbembe, ‘Necropolitics,’ p. 24. 
75 TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 463-469, 605-610. 
76 TRC, Report, Volume Two, p. 222. 
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drove this strategy.77  

What then is the significance of the killings outlined earlier? Likening the 

violence that accompanied the partition of India and Pakistan to Rwanda, Ashis 

Nandy notes that killing did ‘not come easy’ as those engaged in the violence 

were ‘ordinary people’ rather than the ‘centralized killing machine’ of the state.78 

While Nandy clearly refers here to the will or psychological capacity of ‘ordinary 

people’ to kill, for state agents, trained less to protect than to kill (or to protect by 

killing), who may have the will to kill and are in fact authorised to do so, killing 

may still not ‘come easy.’  

If, following Mbembe, sovereignty is ‘the power and capacity to dictate who may 

live and who must die,’79 how does one account for the seeming difficulty the late 

apartheid state had in exercising this sovereign right, even while at the same 

time Mbembe’s outline of sovereign power mirrors that of the apartheid state? A 

key argument here has been that this difficulty points to a form of constraint, a 

limit. While ‘the sovereign right to kill’ may not have been ‘subject to legal and 

institutional rule,’ the sovereign’s capacity to ‘kill at any time or in any manner’80 

was nonetheless considerably constrained. Whites were (are) vastly 

outnumbered and were never able to effect mass killing or genocide 

(notwithstanding certain fantasies and research by some sectors of the military 

and civilian society).81 Beyond this a series of factors — international 

condemnation of apartheid, a political system that understood itself to be a 

political democracy and hitched itself to the West’s ‘war against communism,’ 

the huge economic cost attached to external and internal wars in the context of a 

serious economic crisis — disabled its capacity to embark on the open slaughter 

of political opponents or the kind of mass disappearance programmes of the 

                                                      
77 Louise Flanagan, ‘Covert Operations in the Eastern Cape,’ in Carl Schutte, Ian Liebenberg and 
Anthony Minnaar (eds.), The Hidden Hand: Covert Operations in South Africa' (Pretoria: HSRC, 
1998). 
78 Nandy, ‘Coming Home,’ p. 144-145. 
79 Mbembe, ‘Necropolitics,’ p. 11. 
80 Mbembe, ‘Necropolitics,’  p. 25. 
81 Included in documents associated with South Africa’s chemical biological warfare (CBW) 
programme were records of experiments into restricting the fertility of black people, as well as 
contact with a British scientist regarding the development of a toxin that would target black 
people only. Also see Burger and Gould, Secrets and Lies.   
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Latin American dictatorships such as Argentina or Chile with whom it had close 

fraternal relationships.   

Provided only with the political and institutional endorsement to kill political 

opponents, each security police unit had to devise its own modus operandi and 

rules of engagement, while seeking to remain undetected. Killing one by one in 

covert conditions was logistically difficult and required not just time and 

planning resources, but devising a means and method each time. In this regard, 

killing operations were in fact not dissimilar from serial killing in that each 

operation had to be imagined, planned and executed.82 Thus although security 

police acted with seeming impunity with regard to individual cases and 

operations, they did not have the capacity to engage in mass disappearances or 

mass killings. Indeed, it is possible that ‘the engorged gaze over the politically 

prone body’83 was the effect of failure and impotence on the part of a once 

powerful security police system, rather than that of untrammelled power. 

Exercising the power to kill may have aimed more to shore up a (fading) sense of 

power and control rather than demonstrating a capacity to contain, let alone end 

insurgency. 

                                                      
82 See Chapter Six for greater elaboration of this point.  
83 Feldman, ‘Violence and Vision,’ p. 27. 
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 Writing a paper for the Corpses of Mass Violence and Genocide conference 

required close attention to the instrumentalities of violence and the violated 

body; this attention in both instances generated lines of enquiry that directed me 

to a more profound questioning of the frames of security strategy, and most 

especially, that of counter-revolutionary warfare as practiced in South(ern) 

Africa. This, as elaborated in Conclusions and Future Itineraries, ultimately put 

considerable pressure on the way in which ‘the war’ is imagined to have 

happened in both public and scholarly versions. But this line of inquiry began 

with the writing of this chapter, which had several iterations.1  

The first iteration was written some eight years before Chapters Four and Five 

and was intended as a collaborative paper with Madeleine Fullard. As mentioned 

earlier, researchers in the TRC had noted that, as a consequence of research 

being organised along a binary of state-liberation movement, 2 there was little 

textured sense of their relationality. While micro chronologies could tell us that  

state security strategy and that of the ANC increasingly resonated off each other, 

these relationalities still required elaboration. Thus, while amnesty applicants 

called upon broad policy directives or even wide sweeping periodisation (‘it was 

war’) to justify specific operations and targets, their testimony would sometimes 

                                                      
1 I benefited from the questions and comments of numerous colleagues and peers at different 
seminars and workshop, the Institutions of Public Culture workshop in Cape Town in 2005, the 
South African and Contemporary History seminar (University of the Western Cape), the Life of 
the Corpse symposium (WISER), and the War and the Everyday colloquium (University of the 
Western Cape). Thanks especially to Madeleine Fullard for her contributions through these 
various incarnations. Thanks also to the numerous comments, questions and suggestions from 
discussants Patricia Hayes, Carnita Ernest and Joeleen Pretorius. 
2 See Chapter One, p. 79-82, 85. 
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speak to local histories that may have determined specific operations or targets. 

Such histories could be particularly intense: indeed the contest on both sides 

could be personal and affective. It was this dynamic that I envisaged the paper 

accomplishing in its first version.   

A very particular set of amnesty applications and hearings provided the grounds 

for such an exploration. While I had devoted considerable attention to a set of 

amnesty applications associated with the Pretoria security police in the 1986-7 

period, Fullard had simultaneously worked with those from an MK assassination 

group known somewhat bizarrely as the Icing Unit. Both had operated primarily 

in Pretoria, although certain operations took them further afield.3 While the MK 

applicants had been arrested, charged and sentenced to death (later commuted), 

several fellow operatives and associates of the unit had been abducted and killed 

by Pretoria security policemen. These two sets of amnesty applications and 

associated hearings had been considered separately; writing a paper together 

seemed an opportunity to bring the two into play with each other. The period 

covered by these amnesty applications, roughly 1986-7, occurred in the period 

when supposedly ‘the war came home,’ thus enabling an encounter to the 

modalities and rhythms of counter-revolutionary warfare.     

It also provided an opportunity to follow through earlier arguments made in an 

unpublished paper about the ways in which orders and authorisation had 

happened not in neat lines and hierarchies popularly imagined and subsequently 

reflected in much of the scholarly literature, but through ‘song and slogan, medal 

and text.’4 While accepting that amnesty applicants may have had good reason to 

be economical with truth, this did not account for the regionally specific ways in 

which covert operations were conducted. The local interplay between state 

agent and guerrilla, and the specific ways in which command and control 

functioned spoke to what was then a scholarly interest in ‘cultures of violence.’5 

                                                      
3 Although without the same prerogative as the SIU, operations of this unit extended into then 
KwaNdebele (a ‘self-governing’ bantustan) and Botswana. 
4 Fullard and Rousseau, ‘Who gave the orders?’   
5  Francis Barker, The Culture of Violence: Essays on Tragedy and History (University of Chicago 
Press, 1993); William Beinart, ‘Political and Collective Violence in Southern African 
Historiography,’ Journal of Southern African Studies, 18, 3 (1992). 
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However, ultimately work pressures were not conducive to this collaboration, 

and the article remained centred on my research on state strategy. In its first 

iteration, then, the paper traced the move to counter-revolutionary warfare, 

arguing that while aspects of this policy, such as killing people outside the 

framework of the apartheid state’s own laws, had been developed nationally and 

had been authorised, its very illegality meant that there were no formal rules of 

engagement. This had left individual regions and/or units to devise their own, an 

effect of which in the Pretoria region was that the ‘terrains of terror’ moved from 

the urban to the rural, from Security Branch offices to farms and rural roads in 

the ‘independent’ bantustan of Bophutatswana. Devising the tactics of illegal 

warfare required drawing on ‘imaginaries of violence’; for these Pretoria security 

police a key imaginary drew on repertoires of hunting, the farm and rural life. It 

was these repertoires of the everyday that provided the direction for the second 

iteration of this chapter.  

During and in the aftermath of the TRC, tropes of violence and trauma had come 

to saturate and overwhelm public and scholarly concerns.6 It was against this 

saturation that Ndjabulo Ndebele’s  ‘rediscovery of the ordinary’ was reinvoked.7 

In a separate initiative at UWC, Patricia Hayes and Heidi Grunebaum initiated a 

reading and seminar series, War and the Everyday, suggesting that thinking the 

everyday in and against war might enable a recalibration of the ways in which 

the histories of apartheid and Southern Africa may be thought. This attempt to 

reposition histories driven by the discursive frames of the spectacular - war, 

resistance and violence – through the everyday, returned me to the critique of 

the TRC for its privileging of spectacular as opposed to structural or everyday 

violence. There was something about War and the Everyday’s approach, which 

enabled a new problem space within which to think and rework the paper 

through a different set of analytics. This seemed in contrast to the bluntness of 

the critique of the TRC’s seeming failure to address structural violence. This 

                                                      
6 This was especially evident in the 1990s as the heightened violence associated with the ending 
of apartheid transmuted into unprecedented levels of criminal violence. See discussion in 
Chapter Two, pp.  129-130, 134-137. 
7 Njabulo Ndebele, ‘The Rediscovery of the Ordinary: Some New Writings in South Africa,’ Journal 
of Southern African Studies, 12, 2, (1986). Although originally published as a journal article in 
1986, it regained currency in the wake of the TRC. 
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chapter provides an engagement with this debate via an argument that the 

ordinary and everyday functioned as a primary source for the imaginary of 

violence. Both terms were thoroughly implicated in each other - in short, a war in 

the everyday and an everyday in the war.  

In many respects, these first iterations can be regarded as history in its recovery 

mode, drawing substantially from the longer case history of the Northern 

Transvaal Security Branch, which I had written for Volume Six of the TRC Report, 

but which had been edited to a bare four pages. Was this, then, at least in some 

respects, a social history or ethnography of this particular group of Pretoria 

security police? A section at the end, flagging ‘methodological concerns’ - most 

notably questions of the archive - signalled some of my discomfort with this 

possibility, given my own earlier critique of social history.8 Here, the tension 

noted earlier in the Introduction between the sheer empirical detail, which I had 

accumulated as a TRC researcher, and my own earlier critique of history as 

recovery is evident.    

The final influence on the shape of this chapter in its current form arose from a 

2008 symposium, Life of the Corpse organised by Pamila Gupta and Deborah 

Posel from the Wits Institute for Social and Economic Research (WISER). The call 

for papers suggested a wide range of thematics associated with the dead body. I 

was drawn to its interest in the relationship between disposal and 

representation of the body, enabling a move from the recovery mode of earlier 

versions to one in which I trace the ‘life of the corpse[s]’ from their depiction as 

‘ciphers of terrorism’ at the time of their deaths to ‘ciphers of victimhood and 

state terror’ through the technologies of the TRC to their current representation 

as ‘ciphers of retrieval and heroism’ that followed their exhumation and reburial. 

This enabled, if not a resolution, then at least a less documentary use of sources 

and a more consistent and conscious foregrounding of some of the evidentiary 

and archival concerns that I had previously flagged. 

More significantly, although the earliest version had used the phrase ‘constraint,’ 

the implications of this had not been fully realised. Discussion of this at the 

                                                      
8 Rousseau, ‘Popular History.’ 
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symposium pushed me to develop this further in the published version, more 

decisively asserting that extra-judicial elimination served ‘to mark the limits of 

the state and its power.’ 

Why such a lengthy exposition of the current chapter’s own itineraries, 

especially since broadly the same argument that had driven previous versions 

remained in place? This argument suggests that because illegality underpinned 

the move to counter-revolutionary warfare, it required each security police unit 

to develop its own modus operandi, drawing on an imaginary of violence. 

However, this argument encountered several different problematics across these 

different versions. This is perhaps most clear in relation to the treatment of the 

body itself: despite being at the centre of the chapter, the body itself is set aside 

in favour of  ‘discourse, register and meaning,’9 rather than their material or 

affective presence. Although the latter is more evident in the previous chapter, I 

only fully appreciated the materiality of the dead body in a later project.10 

Here it is perhaps worth reiterating that while this chapter has been placed at 

the end of the sequence using the security force archive, it was in fact written at 

the beginning of that sequence. This has largely been for reasons of narrative 

flow, although methodologically and conceptually it should be read in reverse 

order. 

Finally, if the influence of Katherine Verdery’s notion of the Political Lives of Dead 

Bodies11 is evident in this chapter, aside from the chapter ending, there is little 

engagement with the questions of nation building that she raises. It is not 

without irony that the one site in which there is a strong echo of the script of 

nation-building ascribed to the TRC by its critics is to be found in the 

memorialisation of ‘disappeared’ dead guerrillas. This is discussed further in the 

final chapter, which returns to the TRC and the practice of exhumation and 

reburial. 

                                                      
9 This chapter, p. 246. 
10  See Nicky Rousseau, ‘Eastern Cape Bloodlines I: Assembling the Human,’ Parallax, 22, 2 
(2016); see also Chapter Five. 
11  Verdery, The Political Lives of Dead Bodies. 
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Introduction12 

In the seventeen months between March 1986 and August 1987, around ten 

unidentified persons, believed to be guerrillas, were found dismembered in 

seemingly unrelated deaths in and around the rural areas of Bophuthatswana.13 

Between 1996 and 1999, the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission 

(TRC) concluded public amnesty hearings of several security police who 

confessed to these killings. The dates and locations of death remained vague, and 

the burial sites unknown. In their confessions, the killers evoked an imaginary of 

extreme violence, yet one that resided in the world of the everyday. They also 

suggested an economy of death where bodies were staged by the security police 

not as victims of state terror but as incompetent guerrillas.    

In 2005, the Missing Persons Task Team (MPTT), established to locate the 

whereabouts of missing persons and bodies arising from the work of the TRC, 

launched an investigation that subsequently located the gravesites of four of the 

dead. The skeletal remains were exhumed, returned to the families and reburied 

under the flag of the African National Congress (ANC), recuperating and locating 

them in a discourse of heroism and nation building. 

Leaving aside for the moment the various technologies of investigation, 

testimony and retrieval that mark these three separate moments, note here the 

biographical life of the dead body as it extends far beyond physical death. This 

article tracks the various stages – and staging – of the journey of these dead 

bodies, from their gruesome discoveries in 1986 and 1987 by various villagers in 

Bophuthatswana, through the 1996 and 1999 amnesty hearings of the killers, to 

                                                      
12Published as ‘The Farm, the River and the Picnic Spot: Topographies of Terror,’ African Studies 
68, 3 (2009). 
13 Deemed a so-called independent state by the apartheid government in 1977, Bophuthatswana 
consisted of seven separate clusters of land. Guerrillas infiltrating into South Africa from 
Botswana routinely crossed sections of this territory. This article does not engage with the small 
but significant historiography on Bophuthatswana – see Michael Lawrence and Andrew Manson, 
‘The Dog of the Boers: the Rise and Fall of Mangope in Bophuthatswana,’ Journal of Southern 
African Studies, 20, 3 (1994); Peris S. Jones, ‘“To Come Together for Progress”: Modernization and 
Nation-Building in South Africa’s Bantustan Periphery,’ Journal of Southern African Studies, 25,4 
(1999); Nancy J. Jacobs, ‘The Great Bophuthatswana Donkey Massacre: Discourse on the Ass and 
the Politics of Class and Grass,’ The American Historical Review, 106, 2 (2001). 
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their recovery in 2005 and subsequent reburial in their home city of Tshwane.  

In following the literal and metaphoric paths of dismembering and re-

membering, the article traverses a route of shifting discourse, register and 

meaning associated with real (and imagined) political violence as well as post-

apartheid practices of memorialisation.    

 

1987: Ciphers of terrorism 

The archival remains from 1987 are, like the actual bodies, fractured and 

incomplete. Investigations have failed to locate more than cursory case dockets 

belonging to the local Bophuthatswana police and, aside from a few entries in a 

list of terrorist deaths, no documentation from the Bophuthatswana security and 

intelligence services or their South African counterparts. Whether concealed or 

destroyed, like the bodies of which they speak, or simply lost, their absence 

points to incomplete histories and warns of the limits of attempts to re-member 

archival remains. From the residual fragments of a few inquest records exhumed 

from the Rustenberg court, or those few flimsy case dockets later found among 

the records of the Transvaal Attorney General, there is nothing to suggest 

murder. In broad outline, they provide the barest of outlines as the following 

indicates. 

12 July 1986 

Following an explosion on the night of 12 July 1986 on the Kgomo-Kgomo road 

near Leeukraal farm, Bophuthatswana, local police found the lower half (legs and 

buttocks) of an adult male. Shoes were still on the feet. Although the police noted 

signs of sjambok14 marks on the buttocks, it was assumed that the deceased had 

accidentally blown himself up while trying to lay an explosive device.15  

16 June 1987 

Around 06h15 on 16 June 1987 a tractor driver on Marais Farm between 

                                                      
14 A heavy whip of rhinoceros hide, intended for herding oxen, but with a long history of use on 
black bodies.  
15 Bedwang ROM 5/7/86, MPTT. 
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Mmukubyane and Slagboom, Bophuthatswana, noticed a hole in the path and 

several pieces of flesh lying about. On 18 June 1987, he noticed a human piece of 

leg and reported this to his employer. The incident was reported to police.  

On investigating, Special Constable Ditlhobiso Thobane found clothing fragments 

of lumber jackets, a jersey, and trousers. He also found pieces of human flesh 

including two legs, knee to foot. These pieces were collected and taken to the Ga-

Rankuwa mortuary. Inquiries could not locate missing persons in the area. 

Police rejected murder, believing that the deceased had blown themselves up.16  

24 June 1987 

On the night of 24 June 1987, a loud explosion woke pensioner Seth Monthso of 

Buanja village in the Bafokeng district. He heard the sound of a car engine, and, 

on looking, saw the distant lights of a car moving away. The next day, while 

walking to Phokeng to buy maize meal, he noticed a ‘disorderly’ site in the path 

and a nearby tree covered with an oily substance. His wife told him of large 

numbers of ‘carnivorous birds’ flying around the same area, and when he and his 

neighbour later investigated, they discovered part of a leg with a shoe as well as 

other fragmented human remains. The two men reported their discovery to the 

local headman, who called in the local Bophuthatswana police. At the scene, 

Warrant Officer Joseph Motlobo noted two feet, a fragmented skull, vertebrae, 

ribcage segments, a left shoulder joint as well as a portion of the lower abdomen. 

He observed that ‘the deceased died of a dangerous unknown explosive which 

blasted his body into pieces.’17  

29 August 1987 

On 29 August 1987 two young boys, fetching cattle from the fields near 

Cyferskuil, Bophuthatswana, came across what they thought was a burnt calf or 

cow. They reported this to their father, who came to the scene and identified it as 

a human being. He reported this to the Cyferskuil police station.  

Relegated to isolated rural police stations in Bophuthatswana, these cases were 

                                                      
16 Bedwang GO 4/87, MPTT. 
17 Phokeng GO 102/87, MPTT. 
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not linked together. Following cursory post-mortem examination and fruitless 

investigations, the inquests concluded in most cases that the cause of death of 

the ‘unknown deceased’ was ‘multiple injuries’ and that death was the result of 

acts ‘involving or amounting to an offence on the part of person or persons 

unknown.’ 18 

At least two of these incidents had a more public life: captured in bulletins of the 

Terrorism Research Centre, an institution with reputed security force links, they 

were then reported in the press with the suggestion that these were guerrillas 

who had blown themselves up while laying landmines. Occurring at a time of 

escalating action by MK, including a land mine campaign on South Africa’s 

northern borders, these incidents conjured a picture of a poorly trained guerrilla 

army. Travelling into the world as ciphers of terrorism and incompetence, these 

anonymous deaths then entered a world of terrorism statistics and incidents 

compiled by the police and circulated to other arms of the security forces and 

politicians through the capillaries of the vast National Security Management 

System (NSMS).   

Scholars have noted that the function of the post-mortem and inquest is to 

produce the facts and reasons of death, thus countering the ‘radical disorder 

invoked by the dying and decaying body.’19 At the same time, while the dead 

body ‘holds the key to a variety of meanings and narrative constructions …, this 

does not mean that [it] is an unambiguous entity; rather it remains a focus for 

discourse and practice…’20 Here ‘the facts of death’ – erroneously  - produced the 

body of the terrorist, dead by his own hand. 

 

1996: Ciphers of victimhood and state terror 

In 1996, some ten years after these incidents, a second stage was reached in the 

lives of the Bophuthatswana dead in which they entered the discourse of truth 

                                                      
18 Jericho MR 26/7/87, MPTT.  
19 Elizabeth Hallam, Jenny Hockey and Glennys Howarth, Beyond the Body: Death and Social 
Identity (London: Routledge, 1999), p. 24. 
20 Hallam et al, Beyond the Body, p. 87.   
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telling via the technologies of the TRC. Several were named individually as well 

as assigned the identity of victims; their deaths were produced not by their own 

hands, but by state terror; their perpetrators, also identified, were, in the main, 

granted amnesty.  

Several families made statements to the TRC regarding the disappearances of a 

number of men from Mamelodi. Around October 1996, in an attempt to avoid 

arrest for numerous acts of killing, five former Pretoria security police applied to 

the TRC for amnesty for a number of offences that included the killings of 

numerous Mamelodi activists. These amnesty applications later evinced a wider 

pool of applicants and incidents.   

Demarcated by the legislative requirements of the amnesty legislation and the 

quasi-judicial procedures of the Amnesty Committee, the applicants testified in 

several public amnesty hearings between 1996 and 2000. Here, negotiating their 

presentations to a diverse audience (amnesty panel, fellow colleagues, members 

of the public including the deceased’s families and television crews), the 

applicants confessed to a series of abductions, torture and secret killings in the 

Pretoria region followed by violent disposal of the remains. These cases, which 

appeared to perfectly confirm the image of the South African security police as 

merciless killers and torturers, included the Bophuthatswana incidents.  

The perpetrators presented a careful narration, authorised and bolstered by the 

special appearance of General Johan van der Merwe, national commander of 

security police at the time of these incidents and later a Commissioner of 

Police.21 It sought to place their actions within the context of the eruption of 

mass protests and violence in their police division.22 This account sketched an 

ever-widening ‘People’s War’ called for by the ANC in the mid-1980s in which 

township activists had violently targeted ‘collaborators’ - policeman, those 

associated with local government structures, suspected informers, even ordinary 

                                                      
21 Introduction, pp. 39-41. 
22 Known as the Northern Transvaal security branch, its domain covered the geographical region 
bounded by Brits in the West and Bronkhorstspruit in the East and included Pretoria (now 
Tshwane) and surrounding townships. It also monitored developments in KwaNdebele 
homeland.  
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community members caught violating consumer boycotts. Mamelodi itself, one of 

the areas under the Pretoria security police’s jurisdiction had been, by their 

version, an epicentre of ‘People’s War.’ In addition to the actions of bands of 

‘comrades,’ active MK units had launched a few attacks on black police, some of 

which had involved fatalities.23  

According to the applicants, faced with escalating violence and unable to protect 

its own members, Pretoria security police believed themselves in the midst of a 

war, one which they were rapidly losing using normal police methods of 

surveillance, detention and judicial trials. Consequently, from early 1986, they 

increasingly resorted to methods of unconventional warfare, which in their view 

had been initiated and supported by both senior levels of the security police and 

the government of the day. According to Pretoria security police commander, 

Brigadier ‘Jac’ Cronjé, evidence for this support included exhortations from a 

senior commander in the Counter-Insurgency and Riot Control Unit to ‘bring the 

riots in Pretoria under control’ by whatever means, including retaliating against 

those known to have participated in violence ‘with guerrilla warfare tactics,’ and 

an instruction by Security Branch Headquarters to cooperate with members of 

the military’s Special Forces. These developments were nothing less than an 

instruction to wage ‘an active guerrilla war …against the ANC, SACP and PAC 

activists as well as activists from other liberation organisations.' It was in this 

context, then, that Cronjé established a covert unit within the Pretoria security 

police to implement a strategy of fighting fire with fire.24 Core members of the 

covert unit were Lieutenant Jacques Hechter, askari Joe Mamasela25 and 

Sergeant Paul Janse van Vuuren, but several others were drawn in more 

sporadically. Working largely at night, often disguised with balaclavas, the covert 

                                                      
23 Amnesty hearings, Johannesburg, 21 October – 1 November 1996 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/amntrans-pdfs/trc-amntrans-am1996-Johannesburg-01.pdf 
accessed 13 November 2017; Pretoria 24 February – 7 March 1997, 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/amntrans-pdfs/trc-amntrans-am1997-Pretoria-02.pdf  
accessed 13 November 2017. 
24 Amnesty Hearing  Johannesburg 21 October – 1 Nov 1996 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/amntrans-pdfs/trc-amntrans-am1996-Johannesburg-01.pdf   
accessed 13 November 2017. 
25 That Joe Mamasela was an askari, or turned guerrilla, was contested by several applicants, who 
suggested that after being arrested for armed robbery, Mamasela offered to infiltrate the ANC in 
exchange for his freedom. See Amnesty Hearing, Johannesburg, 21 October – 1 November 1996 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/joburg/jhb.htm accessed on 13 November 1996. 

http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/amntrans-pdfs/trc-amntrans-am1996-Johannesburg-01.pdf
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/amntrans-pdfs/trc-amntrans-am1997-Pretoria-02.pdf
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/amntrans-pdfs/trc-amntrans-am1996-Johannesburg-01.pdf
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/joburg/jhb.htm
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unit travelled in battered old cars that could pass unnoticed in the townships. 

Between February 1986 and late 1987, they bombed scores of activists’ homes, 

largely targeting internal UDF-aligned activists in Mamelodi, Atteridgeville, Brits 

and Tembisa. In several instances, the attacks led to fatalities.26  

Later, covert action included direct acts of killing. In mid-1986, nineteen youths 

were killed in two separate incidents. In one, a joint operation with military 

Special Forces, Joe Mamasela, purporting to be an MK operative, inserted himself 

among the more militant of Mamelodi’s youth and ‘recruited’ a group for military 

training in Botswana. On the 26 June 1986, Mamasela drove the teenage ‘recruits’ 

towards the Botswana border. Near Nietverdiend, he delivered them to the Special 

Forces team who forced them out of the kombi, made them lie on the ground, and 

injected them with a chemical substance. Still conscious, they were forced into a 

second kombi, driven by Special Forces operative to a site further away where he 

staged an accident. The vehicle was then set alight, burning the by then 

unconscious youths to death. Three weeks later, Hechter’s covert unit shot dead 

nine Mamelodi youths in a house in KwaNdebele with AK47s and set their bodies 

alight.27 The covert unit, as well as colleagues in the formal terrorist investigation 

section, were also responsible for the Bophuthatswana deaths detailed at the 

beginning of this article. The procedure that had been developed followed a 

similar pattern: the victim was lured into captivity, sometimes by Joe Mamasela or 

by another black policeman, and either killed and disposed of the same day; or held 

in captivity for some time (allegedly for the purpose of recruitment), in some 

instances tortured, then killed.  

The mode of killing was varied and visceral: Patrick Mahlangu was strangled by 

Warrant Officer Ras on the floor of the kombi on the way to Bophuthatswana ‘until 

my hands grew tired’ and colleague Constable Roslee took over; eventually 

stamping his foot on Mahlangu’s throat.28 An unknown activist was driven around 

Mamelodi by six to eight operatives, pinned between Captain Prinsloo and 

                                                      
26 TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 294-295; Volume Six, p. 209.   
27 TRC, Report, Volume Two p. 264; Volume Six, pp. 200- 201.   
28 Amnesty Hearing, Pretoria, 12 October 1999, 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99101228_pre_991012.htm accessed 13 November 
2017. 

http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99101228_pre_991012.htm
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Brigadier Cronjé, and assaulted continuously to get him to point out MK safe-

houses. When his attempts were judged half-hearted, he was driven to 

Pienaarsrivier for more serious interrogation. Prinsloo recounted: 

The hatch of the kombi was open… I grabbed him by his throat and I 

started throttling him to such an extent that I forced him backwards into 

that part of the kombi, between the back seat and the hatch.  He landed up 

on the floor there. I can't recall for how long that was, it wasn't a very long 

period. I started feeling that he was getting limp. I then let go of him, and 

then he slid down onto the ground and he remained laying down on the 

ground. At that point, I thought that he was simply unconscious, but I did 

foresee that I could possibly kill him in this process of throttling him.  …   

During the interrogation process it dawned on me, but the adrenaline is 

pumping and you are all worked up to get this information from this 

person, it is almost as if you get out of control, and you continue in that 

vein, you want to obtain that information from this person, and only after 

his body become limp.29 

Sibaya and ‘Mpho’ (believed to be Jeffrey Sibiya and Mathews Lerutla), young 

Mamelodi activists lured by Joe Mamasela, had also been strangled to death, a 

process which applicants said had taken between ten and thirty minutes.30 Another 

unknown activist, possibly Oupa Jan Mohale, had been throttled by means of a wire 

‘like a coat hanger’ tied around his neck, also ostensibly to extract information from 

him, for about ten minutes until death. Black security police instructed to do the 

throttling had been unable to complete the task; either Hechter or Van Vuuren took 

over.31 Three Mamelodi activists, Jackson Maake, Andrew Makupe and Harold 

Sefolo had been beaten, a knife stuck up Sefolo’s nose, after which the three had 

                                                      
29 Amnesty Hearing, Pretoria, 5 May 1999, 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99050313_pre_990505pt.htm; 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99110212_pre_991104pt.htm accessed 13 November 
2017. 
30 Amnesty Hearing, Pretoria, 6 March 1997, http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/amntrans-
pdfs/trc-amntrans-am1997-Pretoria-02.pdf accessed 13 November 2017. 
31 Amnesty Hearing, Cape Town, 11 March 1997, http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/amntrans-
pdfs/trc-amntrans-am1997-CapeTown-01.pdf accessed 13 November, 2017; Amnesty Hearing 
Pretoria 15 May 2000, http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/2000/200515pt.htm accessed 13 
November 2017. 

http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99050313_pre_990505pt.htm
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99110212_pre_991104pt.htm
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/amntrans-pdfs/trc-amntrans-am1997-Pretoria-02.pdf
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/amntrans-pdfs/trc-amntrans-am1997-Pretoria-02.pdf
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/amntrans-pdfs/trc-amntrans-am1997-CapeTown-01.pdf
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/amntrans-pdfs/trc-amntrans-am1997-CapeTown-01.pdf
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/2000/200515pt.htm
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been shocked to death with an electric generator, one by one, in the presence of the 

others.32 Justice Mbizana had been drugged, his head cleaved with a spade when he 

showed signs of awakening, then blown up;33 Petros Lubane, also given a spiked 

drink, had been shot in the head.34  

While the perpetrators were frank about the modus and means of these killings 

in minute and brutal detail, there was, as Allan Feldman suggested in a different 

context, ‘a fixation on mortification, mutilation and atrocity on the one hand and 

(a)… capacity to ideologically sanitize the violent act(s) on the other.’35 This was 

effected by structuring their testimony in a way that situated the People’s War at 

the beginning, and thus as the cause of the violence. In so doing, the killers 

‘(surrendered) their position as primary referent,’ substituting instead the ANC 

and its insurgents whose actions summonsed the necessity for counter-

violence.36 The structure of testimony in this case constitutes what Guha refers 

to as a ‘prose of counter-insurgency.’37  

The abductions that marked the inevitability of death also point to the limits of 

‘total strategy’ and its supposedly panoptic NSMS, introduced in the late 1970s 

and modelled on strategies widely touted in key texts of American and French 

counter-revolutionary warfare experts.38 The failure of ‘total strategy’ to rout 

                                                      
32 Amnesty Hearing, Johannesburg, 21 October – 1 November, 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/amntrans-pdfs/trc-amntrans-am1996-Johannesburg-01.pdf; 
Amnesty Hearing, Pretoria, 30 March 2000,  
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/2000/200330pt.htm accessed 13 November 2017. 
33 Amnesty Hearing, Pretoria, 19-21 October 1999, 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99101228_pre_991019.htm 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99101228_pre_991020.htm 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99101228_pre_991021.htm accessed 13 November 
2017.  
34 Amnesty Hearing, Pretoria, 2-4 November 1999, 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99110212_pre_991102pt.htm 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99110212_pre_991103pt.htm 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99110212_pre_991104pt.htm accessed 13 November 
2017. 
35 Allen Feldman, ‘Political Terror and the Technologies of Memory: Excuse, Sacrifice, 
Commodification and Actuarial Moralities,’ Radical History Review, 85 (2003), pp.69.  
36 Lalu, Deaths of Hintsa, pp. 43-44. 
37 Guha, ‘Prose of Counter-Insurgency.’ 
38 On the NSMS, see Mark Swilling and Mark Philips, ‘The Emergency State: It’s Structures, 
Powers and Limits’ in Glen Moss and Ingrid Obery, eds., South African Review 5  (Johannesburg: 
Ravan Press,1989); James Selfe, ‘The Total Onslaught and the Total Strategy: adaptations to the 
security intelligence decision-making structures under the P.W. Botha administration,’ M.A. 
University of Cape Town, 1987; Seegers, The Military in the Making of Modern South Africa. 

http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/amntrans-pdfs/trc-amntrans-am1996-Johannesburg-01.pdf
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/2000/200330pt.htm
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99101228_pre_991019.htm
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99101228_pre_991020.htm
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99101228_pre_991021.htm
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99110212_pre_991102pt.htm
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99110212_pre_991103pt.htm
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99110212_pre_991104pt.htm
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resistance through surveillance and judicial punishment, suggested it was but ‘a 

dim reflection of its metropolitan original’39 and led to more direct forms of 

killing. Yet this shift proved to be more restrictive than imagined, requiring a 

move that was illegitimate within the state’s own modalities of law and power. 

Thus unable to merely shoot enemy soldiers and leave them dead on the side of 

the road like dogs, it required a move into a world of covert abductions and 

killings – secret even from their colleagues – and points simultaneously to the 

limits of governmentality and the constraints on sovereign power in the late 

apartheid state. 

Killing also posed the question of the disposal of the bodies in a manner that 

prevented the killings from being traced back to the security police. The dead 

body could not be paraded openly, as occurred in the ‘border wars’40, nor made 

into a public spectacle as ‘the comrades’41 did with regard to necklacing deaths; 

even simply abandoning it raised the prospect of evidence being uncovered that 

could point conclusively to the identity of the killers.  Here disposal of the 

‘difficult corpse’ that threatened exposure again underlies the limits and 

constraints in which the state could not simply kill as it chose, but had to do so in 

conditions of subterfuge and secrecy.  

As also discussed in the previous chapter, security police around the country 

chose different modes of disposal: the Port Elizabeth security police burnt the 

bodies;42 Sergeant van Loggerenburg claimed to have disposed of the body of 

Stanza Bopape by throwing it into a crocodile-infested river, near a favoured 

family picnic spot;43 the Natal security police buried the bodies in secret graves 

                                                      
39 Gyan Prakash, Another Reason: Science and the Imagination of Modern India (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press 1999), p. 125.  
40 These refer to South Africa’s involvement on the side of Rhodesian forces in Zimbabwe and its 
long occupation of Namibia. In the white South African imaginary, the ‘border’ was that between 
South West Africa /Namibia and Angola - successfully eliding the illegal occupation of a foreign 
country.    
41 On necklacing, see Chapter One, p. 88, fn. 74. Necklacing deaths in the mid- to late 1980s were 
frequently associated with amorphous groups or crowds of people, often identified as ‘comrades,’ 
whose allegiances were broadly supportive of the UDF but by no means singular. The TRC found 
that the UDF, although not directly responsible for such deaths, failed to exercise sufficient 
leadership and sanction to end this practice. See TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 378-379. 
42 TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 225-226; Volume Three, p. 77. 
43  TRC, Report, Volume Two, p. 214; Volume Three, p. 623. 
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on ‘safe farms’ or by means of explosives.44 

In almost all cases, the Pretoria security police disposed of their bodies by 

detonating them with limpet or landmines. Their preferred locations were 

isolated rural roads in Bophuthatswana. This not only meant less likelihood of 

the killing being traced back to their authors, but also was an area of great 

familiarity. Van Vuuren knew the area intimately from childhood; Hechter had 

spent much of his childhood in nearby Cullinan. In addition, some of the covert unit 

had frequented the area on weekends, hunting illegally.45 Additionally, it may be 

noted, in the white public imaginary, Bophuthatswana had long represented a 

space that was ‘outside’ South Africa, a zone of illicitness, not only of hunting, but 

of the casino and, possibly, forbidden sex across the colour line.46   

While the need to conceal the identity of the hand of murder may have 

represented a constraint, it was also one generative of new forms of power over 

the dead body, unconstrained in their violence. Here the inability to transform 

the interior of the body of resistance into compliance was inscribed not merely 

on the surface of the skin but by near demolition. Patrick Mahlangu’s body was 

almost obliterated by being placed on top of eight kilograms of TNT;47 the 

unknown activist was placed on top of either a limpet or a landmine;48 Sibiya and 

Mpho as well as Maake, Makupe and Sefolo, were similarly placed on landmines 

on a road just north of Pienaarsrivier;49 Justice Mbizana, driven to a place near 

                                                      
44 TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 240-243; Volume Three, pp. 203-206. 
45 Amnesty Hearing, Pretoria, 5 May 1999, 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99050313_pre_990505pt.htm; 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99110212_pre_991104pt.htm accessed 13 November 
2017. 
46 Thanks to Ciraj Rassool for this observation. 
47Amnesty Hearing Pretoria, 12 October 1999 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99101228_pre_991012.htm accessed 13 November 
2017. 
48 Amnesty Hearing, Pretoria, 5 May 1999, 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99050313_pre_990505pt.htm; 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99110212_pre_991104pt.htm accessed 13 November 
2017. 
49 Amnesty hearing, Johannesburg, 21 October – 1 November 1996 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/amntrans-pdfs/trc-amntrans-am1996-Johannesburg-01.pdf 
accessed 13 November 2017; Amnesty Hearing, Cape Town, 11 March 1997, 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/amntrans-pdfs/trc-amntrans-am1997-CapeTown-01.pdf 
accessed 13 November, 2017; Amnesty Hearing, Pretoria, 15 May 2000, 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/2000/200515pt.htm accessed 13 November 2017; Amnesty 

http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99050313_pre_990505pt.htm
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99110212_pre_991104pt.htm
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99101228_pre_991012.htm
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99050313_pre_990505pt.htm
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99110212_pre_991104pt.htm
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/amntrans-pdfs/trc-amntrans-am1996-Johannesburg-01.pdf
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/amntrans-pdfs/trc-amntrans-am1997-CapeTown-01.pdf
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/2000/200515pt.htm


Chapter Six 

 

 255 

 

Phokeng, Rustenburg, had five or six limpet mines detonated on his lap;50 Petros 

Lubane’s body was obliterated by repeated detonations on a family farm of Paul 

van Vuuren near Rust de Winter;51 the  body of the person presumed to be Oupa 

Jan Mohale was necklaced. 52  

Colonel Prinsloo described killing and detonating Mbizana: 

MR PRINSLOO: I cannot recall how many, five or six if I recall correctly, 

and the impression was to place the limpet mines in his lap and then to 

place his hands upon the limpet mines, as well as his head and then to 

detonate the explosives. While the three of us were busy placing the 

explosives on his lap and draping him over the explosives, he once again 

showed signs of coming to and it was not possible for his hands to be 

placed on the explosives in the desired position. I then walked to my 

vehicle and fetched a spade from the boot.  I returned and then hit 

Mbizana at the back of his head, with the spade…. He was then completely 

unconscious, completely quiet. As far as I can recall, I think he lay on his 

one side, I cannot recall which side, and the explosives were then placed 

upon him. I then returned to my vehicle and shortly thereafter I was 

followed by Momberg and Goosen who I assumed would set the 

detonation of the explosives. From that point onwards, we drove some 

distance. One would be aware of when the explosion took place, and we 

heard the sound of the explosion as the explosives were detonated, we 

then returned via Rustenburg to our respective residences in Pretoria.   

                                                      
Hearing, Pretoria, 30 March 2000, http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/2000/200330pt.htm 
accessed 13 November 2017. 
50 Amnesty Hearing, Pretoria, 19-21 October 1999, 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99101228_pre_991019.htm 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99101228_pre_991020.htm 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99101228_pre_991021.htm accessed 13 November 
2017.  
51 Amnesty Hearing, Pretoria, 2-4 November 1999, 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99110212_pre_991102pt.htm 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99110212_pre_991103pt.htm 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99110212_pre_991104pt.htm accessed 13 November 
2017. 
52 Amnesty Hearing, Cape Town, 11 March 1997, http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/amntrans-
pdfs/trc-amntrans-am1997-CapeTown-01.pdf accessed 13 November, 2017; Amnesty Hearing, 
Pretoria, 15 May 2000, http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/2000/200515pt.htm accessed 13 
November 2017. 
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The following day I reported to Brig Cronjé.53 

These instrumental stagings aimed both to mimic the practices of the liberation 

movements and popular protest: the ANC’s land-mine campaign and the 

necklace. The purpose of posing these bodies as an event of failed sabotage was, as 

Brigadier Cronjé explained ‘so that firstly, the identity could not be established 

and secondly so that the South African public would be brought under the 

impression that they were so badly trained that they would blow themselves 

up.’54 

For the white public, these stagings testified to the threat of terrorism, justifying 

the need for increased repression; to the general black public, they aimed to 

demoralise; while for those in MK structures, for whom the number of incidents 

would have suggested foul play, they aimed to warn and boasted of superior 

power. So here, there is an economy of death, or ‘the commodification of the 

body,’55 where the body, rather than being concealed, as is the more common 

modus of enforced disappearance, is employed to do productive work. The ‘blow 

themselves up’ method was more widely used across the country, such as in the 

well-known Operation Zero-Zero, referred to previously, where youths recruited 

and trained by Joe Mamasela, detonated hand-grenades that had been zero-

timed.56  In addition, these incidents were duly recorded in terror statistics, and 

thus these displayed remains functioned in the real economies of increased 

security budgets or as excuses for verbal and physical attacks on neighbouring 

states accused of harbouring terrorists.  

Even more sinisterly, the mutilated bodies of the Cradock 4 were set alight 

                                                      
53 Amnesty Hearing, Pretoria, 19-21 October 1999, 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99101228_pre_991019.htm 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99101228_pre_991020.htm 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99101228_pre_991021.htm accessed 13 November 
2017.  
54 Amnesty Hearing, Pretoria, 19-21 October 1999, 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99101228_pre_991019.htm 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99101228_pre_991020.htm 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99101228_pre_991021.htm accessed 13 November 
2017. 
55 Allen Feldman, Formations of Violence: The Narrative of the Body and State Violence in Northern 
Ireland  (University of Chicago Press, 1991), p. 8 
56 TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 258-261; Volume Three, pp. 629-631; Volume Six, p. 199. 
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amidst fake Azanian People’s Organisation (AZAPO) pamphlets.57 Occurring at a 

time of internecine conflict between AZAPO and the United Democratic Front in 

the Eastern Cape, the bodies of the Cradock 4 were appropriated to serve as 

spectacles of ‘black on black violence’ and thus as bearers of ideological codes. 

 

Rugby, braais and bush life and the imaginary of violence 

While the applicants had presented detailed conversations and instructions to 

support their contention that the move to ‘unconventional methods’ including 

killing had been official state policy, they had not produced any documentary 

evidence.  

However, as discussed previously, housed in the holdings of the State Security 

Council (SSC) were a number of documents that detailed the unravelling of the 

actual and discursive order and confidence that total strategy was meant to 

deliver. This is evident from the small but significant trail of documentation, 

beginning with the July 1985 meeting of the SSC, which determined that South 

Africa was in the final phases of a revolutionary war ‘underpinned by an ideology 

of Marxist-Leninism,’ and that this situation might require routing by 

unconventional methods.58 The January 1987 version of Strategy 44, the key 

policy document aimed at countering the revolutionary war, explicitly called for 

‘the identification and elimination of revolutionary leaders, especially those with 

charisma’ and ‘the physical destruction of revolutionary organisations (people, 

facilities, funds, etc.) inside and outside South Africa through overt and covert 

methods.’59 Significantly, Pretoria security policeman J.J. van Jaarsveld, an 

occasional member of the covert unit, was seconded to Security Council 

structures responsible for this policy.60 

                                                      
57 TRC, Report, Volume Two, p. 228. 
58 For a more extended discussion of these documents, see Chapter Four, pp. 186-187. 
59  TTS, SSSC, File 22/3/2/44, Pretoria State Archives.  
60 Amnesty Hearing, Pretoria, 5 May 1999, 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99050313_pre_990505pt.htm; 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99110212_pre_991104pt.htm accessed 13 November 
2017. 

http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99050313_pre_990505pt.htm
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99110212_pre_991104pt.htm
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The language of these documents —‘unconventional methods,’ ‘elimination of 

revolutionary leaders,’ ‘physical destruction’ — mirrors that of the conversations 

and instructions, which the Pretoria security police claimed to have received 

from their senior commanders. These are mentioned not for their weight in 

corroborating the version provided by the perpetrators, nor to trace a line of 

command, but for their lack of specification: these texts provided no formal rules 

of engagement. Operatives at regional and local level thus improvised from a 

general approach that could not be specified or procedurally defined, as it was 

illegal. What apparatus of instruction enabled the development of a specific 

modus operandi?  

Elsewhere Fullard and Rousseau have written of the ways in which all sides of 

the political conflict ascribed a highly centralised decision-making power to each 

other (where, mythically, State President P.W. Botha authorised every torture or 

elimination and ANC President Oliver Tambo ordered every bomb). TRC amnesty 

hearings however depicted a far more various and complex set of practices. 

Authorisation often took place in far less formal settings, around the braai after a 

rugby match, or at a cocktail party where the Chief of the SADF is said to have 

approved a plan of selective elimination put forward by the Chief of the Special 

Forces, with just three words, ‘Dit klink goed’ (That sounds good).61 In these 

accounts orders were given in multiple, often metaphorical forms: for the 

security forces through medal and telex, for the liberation movements through 

song and slogan. Recognising these more oblique patterns, we argued, was 

central to understanding the cultural practices of violence that characterised 

South Africa’s conflict to end/defend apartheid at different moments.62 

Here this argument is extended, looking at how the innuendo of the policy 

document and the nod or wink given to those in the field meant that each 

security police region developed its own practices and settings, drawing on its 

own imaginary of violence. This is not to suggest that the actions were contrary 

to policy, or conversely, that regions or individuals were given free rein. Rather, 

                                                      
61 A.J.M. Joubert, amnesty application. Also see Joubert’s testimony to the armed forces hearing, 
available at http://justice.gov.za/trc/special/forces/sadf.htm accessed on 14 January 2018. 
62 Fullard & Rousseau, ‘Who Gave the Orders?’ 

http://justice.gov.za/trc/special/forces/sadf.htm
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while particular strategies and policy directives authorised and constrained 

operational worlds, the modus adopted reflected singular and diverse 

intersections of persons, institutions and places. For example, each developed 

their own preferred methods of disposing of activists’ bodies after killing them. 

As former Vlakplaas commander Dirk Coetzee commented: 

We just had different methods. I mean, I burned the remains of my victims 

to ashes, and got rid of evidence in that way. De Kock blew them up with 

explosives or would take them into a foreign country.63  

The imaginary of violence drew on different sources. The SAP with its routine 

violence towards the black suspect, had long provided a prototype for the 

interrogation of political suspects; undue use of force in arrest and policing was 

evident in the annual statistics of those killed in custody or resisting arrest. Thus, 

earlier deployments in the riot squad or in murder and robbery units, for 

example, provided significant models of killing and violence.  

Participation in ‘border wars,’ especially units such as the Selous Scouts or 

Koevoet provided another resource for developing covert practices of violence, 

as did the terrains of the enemy. 64 Actions by the ‘comrades’ against so-called 

collaborators (hurling petrol bombs at their homes, or the necklace) and MK’s 

landmine campaign provided especially fertile ground for the security police to 

turn the violence of the ‘People’s War’ against its very protagonists. This mimesis 

functioned not only to throw suspicion away from the security forces, but as a 

central core of counter-revolutionary warfare – ‘fighting fire with fire’ – 

expressed in a summary of McCuen’s text, The Art of Revolutionary War, a copy of 

which was found in a collection of the SSC: ‘The development of a counter-

revolutionary guerrilla force… is employed according to guerrilla tactics to 

annihilate revolutionary guerrillas and take control over the population.’65 

Yet the transfer of the ‘border wars’ into a domestic setting also posed a dilemma 

                                                      
63 Pauw, Into the Heart of Darkness,, p.150. 
64 Twelve of this group had some involvement in South Africa’s ‘border wars.’ This pattern was 
also widely evident among key leadership of the security police.  
65 TRC, ‘Government Strategy, 1960-1994,’ n.d. Emphasis added 
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for a force that, while not a newcomer to illegality, was nonetheless constrained 

by its own legal framework. Covert actions involving abduction and killing could 

not take place within the formal physical space of security police offices: they 

required new terrains of terror and death – farms, abandoned police stations or 

mines, the roads of Bophuthatswana or rivers of the Eastern Transvaal.  

For the Pretoria security police, many of these were drawn from the space of the 

everyday through an appropriation of the domestic; locations of familiarity and 

ties of intimacy determined involvement, sites and killing grounds. In developing 

a practice of killing and identifying a locus for such operations, security police 

incorporated the sites and settings of their private world into their actions. While 

these strategies can be regarded as out of the ordinary (extra-ordinary), they 

were elaborated in a manner that drew constantly on the ordinary and everyday 

- rugby teams, a family farm, a picnic spot – spaces and personal networks that 

arise in domestic rather than institutional settings. In this manner, the overlay of 

the formal and institutional with the personal and domestic is made visible, just 

as the terrains of terror, the city and rural ‘bush’ are.  

Farms such as Klipdrif, Soutpan, Kaallaagte north of Pretoria delineate new and 

unofficial sites of captivity, interrogation and torture, mapping a new geography 

of incarceration away from the constraints of the police cell or Compol, the 

headquarters of the security police. Again, the localities of their activities point 

simultaneously to both the limitless power they wielded yet also to the 

constraints on illegality, the tension between the legal and the illegal, those in the 

know and those not, as opposed to the longstanding popular belief in the 

complicity and involvement of all police. 

Yet for the perpetrator, these new terrains did not spring from the unimaginable or 

remarkable, but from the very familiarity of childhood and family. Networks of 

family and friends provided these ‘safe’ spaces within which such operations could 

be conducted. The farm generator, the dam, a burning log replaced the 'normal’ 

torture paraphernalia of the security police office; the canvas postbag used in the 

‘wet-bag’ torture was transportable, as were punches and kicks, the latter two also 

a familiar repertoire of farm life and labour. Indeed, while the notion of ‘farm’ 
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perhaps conjures a picture of rural quiet, this is certainly not the case of the 

South African farm – or ‘die plaas’ – which is frequently a place of overt and 

underlying violence through coercive labour relations, hunting, animal slaughter, 

and sometimes family violence presided over by the farm patriarch, ‘die baas van 

die plaas.’66 Thus the zone of safety for the operation is underwritten as much by 

its underlying violence and death as by its seclusion.  

Similarly, recruitment to operational activities of the covert unit was tied closely 

to personal bonds and shared experiences. Some were rural boys with a shared 

bond of ‘bush life’ and hunting, often deepened by stints of duty in South Africa’s 

‘border war’ in Namibia; several played rugby together on Saturdays, sometimes 

sharing a braai,67 and these ties of friendship created a situation of trust.   

Recruitment and work in the covert unit and its tropes of the border and hunting, 

secrecy and transgression, rugby and the braai speak not only to the ways in which 

these intersect in the political imaginary but also to their highly gendered forms of 

male bonding. In reply to a question from journalist Jacques Pauw about how it 

felt to shoot a human being, Van Vuuren replied: ‘To shoot a human being and a 

buck are basically the same.’ Silence. Then he continued; ‘It was exciting days, 

those years. At times I could not wait to do it. They say to kill is like sleeping with 

a woman. It’s true.’68 The centrality of Joe Mamasela in these operations points to 

a more complex intersection with race, although, by and large, most black 

security police were used only to guard and translate. While witnessing the ways 

in which power was exercised over black captives through interrogation and 

torture, aside from Mamasela, only a couple of black operatives were present at 

or participated in the killing. Indeed, as suggested earlier, the two known 

participants were unable to finish the job.  

                                                      
66 Literally meaning ‘the boss of the farm,’ yet this translation eludes the deep poisonous history 
of ‘baas.’ ‘Baasskap’ (literally the state of being a boss) often stands in for apartheid or white 
supremacy. 
67 Van Jaarsveld, Amnesty Hearing, Pretoria, 5 May 1999, 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99050313_pre_990505pt.htm; 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99110212_pre_991104pt.htm accessed 13 November 
2017. 
68 Pauw, Into the Heart of Darkness, p.189. 

http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99050313_pre_990505pt.htm
http://justice.gov.za/trc/amntrans/1999/99110212_pre_991104pt.htm
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2005: Ciphers of retrieval and heroism 

In the aftermath of the TRC, these bodies have yet again traversed new terrains 

through a discourse of retrieval and reparation via exhumation, and flowing from 

there have entered into post-apartheid memorialisation initiatives. 

Following the 1996 confessions at the TRC, the families of the dead, mainly 

mothers from Mamelodi, began a ten-year search for the remains of their 

children or husbands. In 2005, the Missing Persons Task Team (MPTT) began a 

search for the graves. While the killers had virtually obliterated the bodies, the 

normal bureaucracy of unnatural death moved in: the fragments had been 

collected from the site of death and transported to the police mortuary, there 

they had been entered in the mortuary register, post mortems had been 

conducted and the pieces released to an undertaker, where they had been placed 

in coffins and buried in unidentified paupers’ graves in a formal cemetery. 

Having sat through the accounts of the security police that detailed extreme and 

seemingly limitless forms of violence, families expressed some amazement that 

the remains of their sons had not been ‘thrown away,’ ‘dumped in a ditch’ or 

even ‘fed to pigs.’69 That even those who had been produced as terrorists by the 

apartheid state required a formal burial (albeit as unidentified paupers) points 

to the mark of human life, suggesting a limit to the state’s ‘war on the corpse.’70 

Indeed, despite the brutality and secrecy, the mode of killing – whether 

strangled, throttled or drugged and killed by means of explosives – were all 

modes of human murder, just as the journey of ‘terror suspects’ through a 

bureaucracy of death suggests that this was always a will to power over an all 

too human enemy.  

As human burials they left in their wake, as well, an incomplete and patchy 

bureaucratic paper trail - a result of loss, routine destruction and, ironically, the 

burning down of a municipal office by ‘comrades’ in the late 1980s. Nonetheless, 

                                                      
69 Personal communication with a member of the MPTT. 
70 Thanks to Deborah Posel for this point. 
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this trail led to the Winterveldt Cemetery, north of Pretoria. There, the absence 

of any numerical or chronological order in the cemetery and the theft of the 

small metal grave markers required a painstaking process of opening and 

checking all pauper graves in this vast disordered cemetery. Here, forensic 

processes of archaeology, anthropology and genetics intermingled with political 

and familial practices. Families conducted a ceremony and many sat in the 

cemetery for days on end during the search, some picking up spades and 

engaging in the excavation themselves, while local politicians attended the 

formal exhumation which took place after finally, clustered in a single coffin, the 

fragmented and incomplete remains of four of the missing were located. Four left 

femurs were subsequently identified through DNA as belonging to Harold Sefolo, 

Andrew Maake, Andrew Makupe, killed on 17 July 1987 and Justice Mbizana 

killed on 24 June 1987. In the same cemetery, remains of all but one of the 

youths killed in the Nietverdiend operation referred to earlier were also located, 

each separately buried in paupers’ coffins. 71 

On 23 March 2007, state officials returned the remains to families at a ceremony 

at Freedom Park, a key post-apartheid memorial site. Families of the four 

ultimately decided to bury only those segments that had been individually 

identified, while the remaining bone fragments as well as a jersey torn by the 

explosion, a shoe and socks were to be donated to Freedom Park for memorial 

display.72 This decision, motivated by demand for recognition of the specific 

horror of the deaths through display, offered a disconcerting reversal of the 

current removal of human remains from museum and memorial sites.73 

On 1 April 2007, those who had been buried as ‘unknown terrorists’ in 1987 

were re-interred in Mamelodi Cemetery as named heroes under the banner of 

the ANC and amidst singing by MK veterans.74 Family members strongly 

embraced the kind of national recognition and honour placed on a previously 

private loss. At the same time their request that the unburied parts be put on 

                                                      
71 Mortuary records indicate that Winterveldt cemetery still holds the remains of at least five 
more people described in this article and may yet be located, MPTT Case notes. 
72 Personal communication. 
73 For these controversies, see Chapter Seven, pp. 287-290. 
74 Freedom Park, Freedom Park News, 3-5, 2007, pp. 3-5. 
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display suggests that far from being a moment of closure, of re-membering 

bodies torn apart by violence, this gesture insists on a memory of dismembered 

bodies, and thus an unclosed chapter. Indeed, the bodies and their fragments 

serve as a reminder to those in power of the bitter cost of liberation to numerous 

families, who by and large continue, despite this sacrifice, to live in conditions of 

deprivation and poverty.   

Prior to the TRC, the key public images of state repression were predominantly 

constructed around police shootings of civilian protestors (for example, 

Sharpeville in 1960 and Soweto in 1976), and deaths in detentions (for example, 

Steve Biko and Neil Aggett). The TRC superseded this with a newer image — 

horrific accounts of abductions and secret, brutal killings. Indeed, of all the 

images of violence to enter public consciousness in the wake of the TRC, perhaps 

the most iconic is the death of Sizwe Kondile in 1981. Vlakplaas commander Dirk 

Coetzee casually described how, after drugging and shooting Kondile near 

Komatipoort, his body was burnt on a fire while the security police members 

braaied meat on an adjacent fire. For Charity Kondile, the simultaneous and 

proximate burning of her son’s body for disposal on one fire, and the braaing of 

meat for consumption on a neighbouring fire, conjured up the taboo image of 

cannibalism75 and thus the transgression of the strictly policed borders between 

animal and human flesh.  

The image of Kondile’s killing evokes the image of a deeply cruel and limitless 

power, one seen to extend beyond death so that each exhumation by the MPTT 

not only encounters such perspectives but calls forth from the public fantastical 

accounts of proliferating bodies - hidden on farms under trees, hundreds 

dropped by helicopter near Britz, bodies buried by the score adjacent to police 

stations, heaps of sand concealing mass graves, even tales of a tunnel built 

between Midrand and Vlakplaas through which people and bodies could be 

transported.76 These killings are commonly imagined to be highly organised, the 

result of well-planned conspiracies authorised at the highest levels of the state. 

                                                      
75 Human Rights Violation Hearing, East London, 17 April 1996, 
http://justice.gov.za/trc/hrvtrans/hrvel1/kondile.htm accessed 13 November 2017. 
76 Information offered or phoned in by members of the public to the MPTT.  

http://justice.gov.za/trc/hrvtrans/hrvel1/kondile.htm
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In this view, every torture or killing was ordered from the apex of the State 

Security Council in the direct personage of P.W. Botha and executed through 

clear and direct lines of command.  

In many respects, the account given here of the violent killings, dismemberments 

and burnings committed by the Pretoria Security police seems to confirm rather 

than challenge the depiction of limitless state power. Yet this account, however 

harrowing the deeds and gruesome the deaths, serves precisely to mark the 

limits of the state and its power.  

Numerically, it is likely that no more than 100 people faced these kinds of 

abductions, killings and secret disposals at the hands of the security forces 

throughout the whole of South Africa. As an aside, just over 50 white South 

Africans died as a result of the ANC’s thirty year armed struggle – in sharp 

contrast to a common belief that whites were perpetually slaughtered.77 Of the 

estimated 25 000 who died in South Africa between 1960 and 1994,78 these 

secret police killings make up less than half a percent. Further, overall killings by 

state security forces account for less than half of the 25 000 deaths. Instead, the 

majority of deaths (between 14 000 and 16 000)79 took place in inter-

organisational or inter-civilian conflict mainly between the ANC and IFP in the 

1990s. The fact that the state provided support to the IFP in multiple ways does 

not offset the chief implication here: that the ‘new’ dominant public notion of 

how the state dealt with its opponents is far from being its dominant state 

practice.  

Indeed, these cases took place on the numeric margins of police violence, rather 

than the centre as commonly imagined. The use of secret private and personal 

sites for killing on farms north of Pretoria and in the backwaters of rural 

Bophuthatswana or KwaNdebele as opposed to official offices in the Compol 

Building (despite its fearsome reputation) or the streets of Pretoria underlines 

                                                      
77 The percentage of abductions/killings and number of whites killed is approximate and based 
on Madeleine Fullard and my research using TRC records, newspaper reports and dockets in 
possession of the MPTT. 
78 See Chapter One, p. 90, fn. 79 for a discussion of this statistic.  
79 See Chapter One, p. 90; Chapter Two, p. 119.  
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the spatial marginality of these killings. The very secrecy of its operations from 

fellow security police fractures the view of a monolithic security apparatus.  

Despite this marginality, the power of the image of state killings has served other 

purposes as well. The critical eye cast by the TRC over some dimensions of the 

liberation struggle also served to destabilise the well-worn contours of the 

repression/ resistance narrative, incurring the wrath of the ANC. Then ANC 

Deputy President, Thabo Mbeki, addressing parliament, noted that 

The net effect… is to delegitimise or criminalise a significant part of the 

struggle of our people for liberation and to subtract from the commitment 

made in our Constitution to honour those who suffered for justice and 

freedom in our land.80  

Memorialisation initiatives by the post-apartheid state have thus tended to 

ignore the marginality and constraint of these security police killings, preferring 

instead a more monolithic representation of state terror that provides a perfect 

counter-foil to the heroism of MK as the principal bearers of freedom. Re-

installing the heroic liberation movement narrative at Freedom Park thus serves 

to dispel the ambivalence of the TRC record, re-instituting instead the more 

sanitised narrative of the long walk to freedom, stripped of its more 

uncomfortable highways and byways. Nowhere is this more evident than at 

Freedom Park, where names of dead struggle heroes are being hammered in 

stone on the Wall of Remembrance.81  

 

By way of conclusion 

This chapter has examined the way in which one particular security police office 

interpreted and gave effect to a general injunction from its seniors and 

politicians to put an end to ‘the revolutionary onslaught by whatever means.’ The 

                                                      
80 Thabo Mbeki, Address to the Joint Sitting of the Houses of Parliament, ‘National Response to 
TRC Report,’ 25 February 1999, http://www.anc.org.za/ancdocs/speeches/1999/sp0225.html 
accessed 6 June 2008. 
81 Sumayya Ismail, ‘One Man’s Terrorist,’ Mail and Guardian Online, 15 March, 2007; Sumayya 
Ismail, ‘Freedom Park: Own up to “Our” Pain,’ Mail and Guardian Online, 25 March, 2007. 

http://www.anc.org.za/ancdocs/speeches/1999/sp0225.html
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unlawful status of this general injunction led to the development of ‘unofficial-

official’ strategies, requiring interpretation by each individual regional branch. 

Guided by calls to ‘fight fire with fire,’ the Pretoria Security police waged a 

counter-war of great intensity in 1986/7. Yet in developing a practice of violence, 

perpetrators also drew on their own resources and local knowledge.  

Antjie Krog, writing of attending the amnesty hearing of Pretoria Security police, 

went to sit on a bench close to them in the hearing,  

To look for signs – their hands, their finger nails, in their eyes, on their 

lips –signs that these are the faces of killers, of The Other. For future 

reference: the Face of Evil…Jack Cronjé was the first one to catch me off 

guard. The way he sat, day after day… In his grey suit and inoffensive tie – 

he could have been my own oom Albert from Reitz; he could have been 

sitting in the ouderlingsbank in the Morewag Church. 82 

Jacque Pauw interviewed Paul van Vuuren at his farm: 

I look at the hands comforting the child. The hard, muscular and beefy 

hands of a farmer. Hands that have raised award-winning stock. The 

hands of a hunter that has shot of hundreds of buck. The hands of a 

carnivore par excellence. 

But also hands that were made into fists and smashed into the faces of 

people. Hands that have strangled people, aimed guns at people, thrown 

bombs into houses and pushed electrical wires against living flesh. 83 

Yet, while Krog and Pauw marvel at the ordinariness, the banality, of the 

perpetrators, looking for signs of their duality, it is the very intimacy of the 

everyday that helped shape their imaginaries of violence. 

The focus on the familiar and the intimate draws attention to the way in which 

the everyday and the ordinary are not outside of, but rather implicated in the 

                                                      
82  Krog, Country of My Skull, p. 92. 
83  Pauw, Into the Heart of Darkness, p. 181. 
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exceptional and the extraordinary. This is not a failure of imagination as 

suggested in Arendt’s conception of the banality of evil, but rather the ways in 

which violence is implicated in the everyday, in this case through repertoires of 

hunting, family violence, rugby and the farm. The modes and means of these 

selective and illegal killings during the high noon of resistance had to be devised 

using their own familiar worlds, but disguised as the world of the enemy. The 

key modus of disposal was an economy of bodies in which human remains were 

deployed and displayed as signs of incompetence, to earn budgets for further 

killing, or to serve as spectacles of ‘black on black’ violence. Their subsequent 

exhumation and incorporation into the memorial practices of the post-apartheid 

state suggests a more metaphoric economy, where bodies and their 

accompanying narratives are reclaimed from the uncertainty and ambivalence of 

the TRC’s accounts of violence.  

Underlying this discussion of political violence and memorialisation are the 

bodies of the ten Bophuthatswana dead who have travelled a journey from 

terrorism to victimhood to heroism – transmigrations that may not yet be ended. 

Indeed, here their deaths serve also to mark the limits of state power as much as 

its excesses and extremes. More, they gesture towards a different accounting for 

and of the bodies of political violence, one that may upset the persistent 

conventions and narrations of state power and liberation struggles. Such an 

accounting remains marginalised in official post-apartheid memorialisation. 
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In 2013, the second conference of the Bodies of Mass Violence and Genocide 

project took place, with the focus turned from destruction and disposal of bodies 

by perpetrators, work which continued beyond the killing, to the work of 

recovery and recuperation.  

Questions of recovery had also been figuratively and, in relation to the 

exhumation audit, literally central to my work with the TRC and more especially 

in the MPTT. The conference thus returned me to thinking about a specific aspect 

of the TRC, namely its modest and flawed exhumation programme, which, 

alongside a global shift, declared that the ‘unknown soldier’ could no longer be 

considered an adequate means of remembering and memorializing the dead of 

war and conflict. Indeed the intentions of the post-apartheid government to 

engage in symbolic recovery was shunned in favour of recovery, identification 

and reburial of actual physical remains: as noted here the demand for such 

remains, even if ‘just one bone’ was a not infrequent demand in TRC testimony.  

The conference thus provided a means to reflect and think further about these 

practices of exhumation and reburial, and their implication in post-apartheid 

nation-building projects.  

TRC and MPTT colleague, Madeleine Fullard and I had previously thought about 

the demand of mainly mothers in South Africa and elsewhere as ‘acts of 
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citizenship,’ and the recovery and reburial of bodies as conferring the ‘rights of 

citizenship’ to both living and, importantly, the dead.1 At the same time, and here 

more following Katherine Verdery, we recognised the way in which reburial was 

frequently caught in nation-building political agendas.2 Central to Verdery’s 

argument is the availability of human remains for political inscription. Exploring 

the post-communist landscape in Eastern Europe, Verdery argues that beyond 

death, human remains have afterlives and that such afterlives are frequently 

political and politicised. While the dead had often been deployed in nation-

building projects in Eastern Europe during the period of communist rule, citizens 

deployed the long dead remains of religious icons to make political claims about 

the end of communism and disappointment with its aftermaths. In South Africa, 

despite the post-apartheid government’s desire for more symbolic forms of 

memorialisation, the bodies recovered by both the TRC and the MPTT have been 

inscribed as heroes in a wider nation-building narrative.  

Here nation building and nationalism seemingly overwrite processes of 

individual identification and rehumanisation. This of course returns to the heart 

of Verdery's 'political lives of dead bodies.’ But rather than assuming an a priori 

nationalism, it seemed that how it became nationalism was a question rather 

than an answer. This was part of my longer interest in how a movement, with a 

critique of African nationalism, came so easily to re-inscribe many of the very 

iconographies of which it had been so critical — in this instance a rather 

predictable nationalism around the body of the dead soldier. In this chapter, 

rather than reading the iconography of the reburial of dead guerrillas, I wanted 

to see how it would appear if one were to follow the modes of identification and 

reburial as situated practices. I thus sought to understand the numerous 

transformations of funeral practices associated with South Africa's racial past, 

and in particular, the various iterations of the struggle funeral, from apartheid to 

the post-apartheid. In doing so I consider the wider agencies involved in the 

scripting of the heroic funeral, not as a means of widening complicity, but rather 

                                                      
1 Nicky Rousseau, ‘Tracing Missing and Disappeared Persons,’ unpublished paper presented at A 
National Priority? TRC Recommendations and the Need for Redress conference, Cape Town, 28-30 
October 2008; Fullard and Rousseau, ‘Identities, Truth-Telling and Power,’ pp. 66-67.  
2 Verdery, Political Lives of Dead Bodies. 
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to complicate questions of appropriation and nationalism. 

This also continues a conversation with Ciraj Rassool on transitional justice and 

forensic anthropology. In an important paper by Rassool in which he puts 

colonial era human remains and ‘disciplines of the dead’ into conversation with 

transitional justice, memory and heritage, transitional justice emerges as clearly 

defined, already known and knowable, with the TRC and the Argentine Forensic 

Anthropology Team (EAAF) as exemplars. 3 This returned me again to the ways 

in which transitional justice works here, and in much of the scholarship, as 

defined and fixed, not requiring historicising. This in my view involved 

misrecognising transitional justice’s own practice of creating a coherent 

development and history as fact rather than as part of claiming a field and 

establishing a discourse,4 and thus occluding the ways in which the narrative of 

transitional justice’s history is in certain respects a post hoc invention. Certainly 

Nuremberg and Latin America figured strongly in the thinking of the TRC, yet as 

argued previously, transitional justice was not part of the vocabulary of the TRC, 

although it can be said to have much to do with the subsequent founding of the 

field.5  

What does it mean when the TRC, most frequently taken as the most famous and 

important transitional justice initiative, did not itself work within this pre-

determined framework? As with the EAAF, the language of human rights was a 

more dominant discourse than transitional justice, and its South African variants 

far more diffuse and marginalised than commonly asserted.  Indeed, the search 

for and recovery of human remains of missing persons is arguably an even later 

interest of transitional justice. Not only did EAAF tend to regard themselves as 

operating within a human rights paradigm, but the premier structure associated 

with transitional justice, namely the ICTJ, did not pay much attention to the work 

of exhumation until far more recently.   

Another line of engagement with Rassool concerns the characterisation of the 

history of science. While Rassool has physical anthropology and to some extent 

                                                      
3  Rassool, ‘Human Remains.’  
4  For discussion on the production of this history of transitional justice, see Preface, p. 10, fn. 27. 
5  On this point see Preface, pp. 9. 
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archaeology in his sights, more widely there has been a general condemnation of 

science's intervention in the dead body. Thus, for example, proposals that DNA 

testing could perhaps locate actual descendants of Sarah Baartman, was read by 

those activists and scholars engaged in the struggle for her remains to be 

repatriated from the Musée de l’Hommes, as operating within the same logic as 

the science that had reduced her body to a racialised specimen, and categorically 

rejected. Here too, it seemed that these were questions that perhaps needed to 

be less categorically dealt with, rather than summarily shut down. In this respect, 

I had found Zoe Crossland's work, which suggested finer distinctions between 

the work of dissection and post mortem in eighteenth and nineteenth century 

Britain, valuable.   

In engaging these debates on nation-building and transitional justice, this 

chapter moves back from the security force archive to the earlier critiques of the 

TRC in respect of nation-building and transitional justice, and again calls for a 

more curious attention to the life and work of the TRC. 
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Introduction6 

Locating, exhuming and identifying human remains associated with mass 

violence and genocide has come to occupy an important place in the panoply of 

transitional justice measures. Although such work cuts across the core 

transitional justice issues of justice, reparation and truth-telling, it has received 

surprisingly little critical attention from within the transitional justice field.7  

Existing studies, with some exception, can be characterised by an 'inside' 

literature concerned to document and develop the transitional justice field, often 

directed towards identifying 'best practice' and refining an appropriate 'toolkit.’8 

Counter-posed to this is a literature often sharing much in common with the 

growing critiques of humanitarianism and human rights, in which transitional 

justice is seen to be a technique of rule, often allied to nationalist and/or a global 

neo-liberal politics with its associated depoliticising effects.9  

In the wider transitional justice literature, the South African TRC - still probably 

the most well-known and cited truth commission - looms large. It may thus be 

instructive to examine how the TRC came to exhume bodies, and how an 

associated practice developed, key features of which continue to characterise 

post-TRC exhumation work. It is easy to read this practice as comfortably fitting 

into either the above literatures — in the first, exhumation as an important tool 

                                                      
6  Published in Élisabeth Anstett and Jean-Marc Dreyfus, eds, Human Remains and Identification: 
Mass Violence, Genocide and the ‘Forensic’ Turn (Manchester University Press, 2015). Thanks to 
Ciraj Rassool, members of a graduate reading group on the dead body – Riedwaan Moosage, 
Bianca van Laun and Aidan Erasmus – and Madeleine Fullard for comments and many 
stimulating discussions. 
7 This contrasts with a growing literature on issues of memory and materiality, much of which 
arises from recent Spanish civil war exhumations. See Francisco Ferrándiz, ‘Cries and Whispers: 
Exhuming and Narrating Defeat in Spain Today,’ Journal of Spanish Cultural Studies, 9, 2 (2008) 
and ‘The Return of Civil War Ghosts: the Ethnography of Exhumations in Contemporary Spain,’ 
Anthropology Today, 22, 3 (2006); Layla Renshaw, Exhuming Loss: Memory, Materiality and Mass 
Graves of the Spanish Civil War (Walnut Creek: Left Coast Press, 2011). 
8 Simon Robins, ‘Towards Victim-Centred Transitional Justice: Understanding the Needs of 
Families of the Disappeared in Post-Conflict Nepal, International Journal of Transitional Justice, 
5,1 (2011); Paloma Aguilar, ‘Transitional or Post-Transitional Justice: Recent Thoughts on the 
Spanish Case,’ South European Society and Politics, 13, 4 (2008); Jay Aronson, ‘The Strengths and 
Limitations of South Africa’s Search for Apartheid-Era Missing Persons,’ International Journal of 
Transitional Justice, 5, 2 (2011). 
9 See Berber Bevernage and Lore Colaert, ‘History from the Grave: Politics of Time in Spanish 
Mass Grave Exhumations,’ Memory Studies, 7, 4 (2014); Iosif Kovras, 'Explaining Prolonged 
Silences in Transitional Justice: The Disappeared in Cyprus and Spain,’ Comparative Political 
Studies, 46, 6 (2013).  



  Chapter Seven 

 

 275 

 

in the transitional justice toolkit; in the latter, how a nationalist nation-building 

agenda deploys exhumed bodies of guerrilla soldiers, an example of what 

Katherine Verdery calls the ‘political lives of dead bodies.’10 Rather than 

pursuing either path, this article follows the practice of exhumation as it 

developed and then left the TRC’s door. Such an approach, together with a focus 

on instrumentalities, interventions and transformations, works on the borders, 

rather than situating itself along the dominant and rather well-worn tracks of 

transitional justice literature.   

The chapter also looks at the practice of reburial, with a specific interest in how 

it came to be figured, and how it featured in debates on the colonial dead11 as 

well as in subsequent work of the Missing Persons Task Team (MPTT), a unit 

established in the TRC’s wake. The focus on practice seeks to bring to view, not 

only the body of exhumation, but a range of other agencies or ‘mediating 

interpretants’ who do, interpret and study the work of exhumation – exhumation 

teams, families, the media, scholars - and to think these together. This is part of a 

growing interest in these latter bodies, the disciplinary knowledge that they 

bring to bear and the body produced through practices of exhumation and 

reburial, thus bringing to view the ‘disciplines of the dead’ - anthropology and 

archaeology, and more recently the genetics field.12 

While the politics of dead bodies has come to refer to the potency of dead bodies 

in articulating certain kinds of politics, ‘disciplines of the dead’ indexes scholarly 

disciplines associated with the dead human body. Rather than counter-pose 

politics and disciplines, my interest here is to extend these concepts to include 

the politics arising within and between individuals, disciplines and institutions 

concerned with exhumation and the ways in which the dead body (or those 

                                                      
10 Verdery, Political Lives of Dead Bodies. 
11 At the same time as the work of the TRC and later MPTT was unfolding, several public and 
scholarly controversies had arisen around the dead from the colonial era. These included human 
remain collections in museums and universities associated with histories of racial science, the 
exhumation of colonial era cemeteries in the interests of development, and calls for the return of 
skeletal remains taken as war trophies.  
12 Crossland, ‘Of Clues and Signs’; Renshaw, Exhuming Loss; Francisco Ferrándiz and Alejandro 
Baer, ‘Digital Memory: the Digital Recording of Mass Grave Exhumations in Contemporary Spain,’ 
Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 9, 3 (2008), http://www.qualitative-
research.net/index.php/fqs/article/view/1152/2558; Rassool, ‘Human Remains.’ 

http://www.qualitative-research.net/index.php/fqs/article/view/1152/2558
http://www.qualitative-research.net/index.php/fqs/article/view/1152/2558
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speaking in the name of the dead) compels, ‘disciplines,’ those around it to react 

in certain ways, calling forth particular practices or rituals. In short, both the 

body exhumed and the body exhuming is enjoined within and between the 

terms, ‘politics of dead bodies’ and ‘disciplines of the dead.’     

 

The TRC: bodies of evidence and bodies of mourning13 

Although not included in its mandate, the TRC exhumed a limited number of 

bodies between March 1997 and June 1998.14 Many testimonies to the TRC 

related to the unjustly buried: funerals banned or disrupted, bodies treated 

callously or just missing,  demonstrating how not even death enabled the raced 

body to escape apartheid’s binds. Family members, mainly women, expressed 

their longing for ‘just one bone’ to bury.15 In a certain sense, though, the first TRC 

exhumation arose not in direct response to these pleas but more fortuitously 

following disclosures by security police applying to the TRC for amnesty.  

In March 1997, the TRC exhumed the remains of three ANC guerrillas from farms 

rented by security police in the province of KwaZulu-Natal. In the presence of 

investigators, commissioners and family members, security police pointed out 

where they had secretly buried the three, whom they had ‘disappeared,’ 

interrogated and shot dead. These exhumations drew attention to a significant 

number of guerrillas killed while infiltrating back into South Africa, but whose 

remains had not been returned to their families, rendering them as missing 

persons. Further amnesty-related disclosures suggested that these were not 

always skirmishes as recorded, but planned ambushes in which security forces 

had no intention to effect arrests.  Guerrilla bodies thus came to constitute key 

examples of the unjustly buried, requiring or calling forth forms of care, 

restitution and justice, resulting in TRC efforts to trace, exhume and identify 

                                                      
13 Laqueur, ‘The Dead Body and Human Rights.’ 
14 TRC, Report, Volume Two, pp. 543-554, and Volume Six, pp. 550-569. 
15 For further discussion, see Sanders, Ambiguities of Witnessing, pp. 40-49. 
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them. Over a 15 month period, the TRC exhumed around 50 bodies,16 a fraction 

of the more than 1 500 persons reported missing to the TRC.17  

In most instances, those killed in skirmishes or ambushes were not secretly 

buried, but entered the legal regimes of the dead body. Accordingly, as is 

obligatory with unnatural or violent deaths, these bodies were assigned to a 

police domain. Photographed, finger-printed and transported to a police 

mortuary, the dead body would be recorded in a mortuary register as ‘unknown 

black male’ or ‘unknown terrorist’ and a state pathologist or state-appointed 

district surgeon would conduct a post mortem examination. In many instances, 

even where identity had been established, these ‘unknown’ bodies were not 

released to the care of families, but buried in local cemeteries by private 

undertakers appointed by the state to bury indigent or unclaimed bodies. Here, 

undertakers recorded receipt of the bodies and provided a coffin deemed 

appropriate for black indigents by legal regulation. Thereafter the relevant town 

or city council issued a burial order, assigning the body to a specific gravesite, 

most often in an area designated for indigents, unclaimed or otherwise 

unfortunate bodies reliant on the state for burial.  

This was how bureaucrats imagined and codified the dead guerrilla, a process 

that produced a trail of documents for investigators. The practice was often more 

haphazard - sometimes undertakers took the body straight from the state 

mortuary for burial; on other occasions undertakers, in an attempt to increase 

their profit margins illicitly put more than one body in a coffin, or more than one 

coffin to a grave; sometimes cemetery officials or grave-diggers, for any number 

of reasons, would decide to dig a grave different from that assigned by the burial 

order. In many cemeteries, the graves of those buried as paupers have long since 

been covered in grass or bush and now resemble desolate fields.18 Nonetheless, 

the documentary trail provided important evidence for investigators.    

                                                      
16 For discrepancies in the TRC figures – see TRC, Report, Volume Two, p. 543 and Volume Six, p. 
556.   
17 TRC, Report, Volume Six, p. 519. As noted previously victim-support group Khulumani suggests 
a substantially larger number of missing persons. See Chapter Five, p.233, fn. 71. 
18 Personal observations during the period of working with the MPTT. 
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Exhumations took place in something of a legal and forensic vacuum. 

Nonetheless, exhumations ‘spoke’ to the TRC’s mandate and process in different 

ways.  The TRC’s official mandate made no reference to exhumations, nor did 

investigators follow formal legal procedures, seeking permission for individual 

exhumations from provincial premiers, rather than from local magistrates. 

Providing official acknowledgement of human rights violations is an important 

truth commission function, re-affirming — or, as in South Africa’s case, affirming  

— a rights-bearing citizen, a recognition of which is seen to embody the promise 

of ‘never again.’19 Although commissioners repeated the ritual of 

acknowledgement to each victim in every public hearing, the materiality of 

exhumations and associated images, provided a more powerful enactment of this 

ritual than the symbolic exchange of testimony and words. By returning the 

physical remains to the care of family, the TRC went beyond recommending 

reparation, as its mandate prescribed, to enacting reparation.20 

Additionally, the first exhumations occurred shortly before the deadline for 

perpetrators to apply for amnesty and for the former government to appear 

before the TRC to answer questions, as part of  a shift in gear to a more 

‘evidentiary paradigm’ of determining accountability for human rights violations. 

Exhumations thus provided dramatic material evidence of police killings and 

atrocity, bodies rising from their graves, as it were, to accuse members of the 

former government who continued to deny systematic involvement in gross 

human rights violations. Chastising them on the occasion of the first reburials, 

former President Mandela took ‘this opportunity, as president of South Africa, to 

call on all political parties and organisations, on all soldiers and others across the 

old political divide - on all among these and other forces who have reason to 

apply for amnesty - to do so before the 10th of May.’21  

More widely, TRC exhumations coincided with the internationalisation of 

exhumation and missing persons’ work. While work in Argentina, pioneered by 

                                                      
19 Hayner, Unspeakable Truths, pp. 24-7. 
20 TRC Act; for the TRC’s interpretation of its mandate see TRC, Report, Volume One, Chapter 
Four, pp. 48-102. 
21 Sapa, ‘Come Clean: Mandela,’ 26 April 1997, available on 
http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/media/1997/9704/s970426a.htm accessed on 4 December 2013. 

http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/media/1997/9704/s970426a.htm
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the Argentine Forensic Anthropology Team (EAAF), had been ongoing since the 

mid-1980s, events in the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda in the first half of the 

1990s fuelled the growth of exhuming the bodies of mass violence or genocide. 

Here, too, the body of evidence rather than that of mourning or care drove the 

expansion of this practice through the work of the International Criminal 

Tribunals of Yugoslavia and Rwanda. This work brought together different 

teams, involving a range of experts — physical anthropologists, archaeologists, 

anatomists and physicians. Through these interactions and work, debates 

regarding exhumations and forensic practice came to the fore. One concerned the 

place of families in exhumation practice; another related to whether DNA testing 

should routinely be done on exhumed human remains. Rather than merely a 

technical question this latter debate raised important issues regarding resources 

and expertise.22  

The TRC was not party to these multiple and unfolding debates about 

technologies and techniques, authority and power. Notwithstanding contact with 

the EAAF shortly after the first exhumations,23 the TRC’s exhumation programme 

operated outside of the forensic frameworks developed by the EAAF and other 

exhumation experts. Aside from some ‘technical advice’ provided on one case by 

the EAAF, no exhumations involved forensic anthropologists or archaeologists: a 

pathologist oversaw some exhumations in one region, while members of a police 

forensic laboratory assisted in others, largely to  oversee the excavation of the 

grave, and to take photographs. Most exhumations involved using an excavator, 

supported by local grave diggers, who also assisted the police forensic unit to 

remove the skeletal remains. 

Unsurprisingly then, a subsequent audit of exhumations conducted by the TRC 

itself in 1999 uncovered serious irregularities, leading to misidentifications and 

incorrect remains being handed to a number of families.24 This raised the 

                                                      
22 This debate largely faded post 9/11. Immense investment in the project to identify individual 
9/11 victims, returning identified fragments to families, led to technical advances, and 
considerable cost reductions in DNA testing, as well as a far wider pool of expertise, thus 
removing many previously technical and cost obstacles. 
23 Equipo Argentino de Antropologia Forense (EAAF), Bi-annual Report, 1996-7, available on 
http://www.eaaf.org/ar_1996_1997/, accessed on 4 December 2013. 
24 TRC, Report, Volume Six, pp. 550-569. 

http://www.eaaf.org/ar_1996_1997/
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prospect of causing untold anguish for the affected families, undermining the 

objectives of a truth commission to provide healing through the techniques of 

truth recovery and reparation. The reasons for these irregularities were 

manifold: a cavalier police investigator, inaccurate information arising from a 

typographical misalignment of columns in a list of guerrilla fatalities supplied by 

the ANC, the absence of forensic procedures and in a few cases, family members 

who identified skeletal remains according to ‘non-scientific’ criteria. For 

example, a news agency reported in 1998 that ‘The wife of a dead Umkhonto we 

Sizwe soldier identified his body by his crooked teeth on Monday when members 

of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission's investigative unit exhumed graves 

near Louis Trichardt in Northern Province…  Alice Tati (sic) said the large skull 

with crooked teeth that was found in a grave at Sekoto cemetery belonged to her 

husband, Zola Tati (sic), of Port Elizabeth.’25 A brother-in-law identified a skull 

by its shape, while a brother claimed one of three skeletons on the basis of a pair 

of sandals, which he recognised.26 

This pall cast a wider shadow. Within the TRC, disbelief met the audit’s results: 

the powerful images of exhumed skeletons being returned to families had been 

counted as some of the commission’s uncontested successes.  When 'evidentiary 

proof' was provided — such as that the 13 partially saponified skeletons 

exhumed from a farm grave were not guerrillas but elderly people, several of 

whom still had hospital identification tags around their wrists indicating they 

had died in hospital beds — some TRC staff responded with anger, suggesting 

'They're just bones, why couldn't the matter be left sleeping instead of re-

traumatising families?' The most powerful counter-argument sometimes was 

not, as may be anticipated, that this was after all the Truth Commission, but 

rather that other families were being denied the opportunity to rebury their 

dead.  This left a strong legacy  of the importance of ‘best forensic practice,’ 

which was emphasised in the TRC’s recommendations to government and in the 

                                                      
25 The audit queried whether this was the correct grave. The MPTT subsequently exhumed a 
further gravesite and DNA tests confirmed those remains as Zola Tate; the remains given to the 
Tate family by the TRC were subsequently identified as those of another deceased guerrilla. 
26 M. Fullard and N. Rousseau, Exhumation Audit notes. In this case the audit verified the graves 
as being correct for the three guerrillas killed in the same incident, although it was unable to 
verify whether each family received the correct skeleton.   
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subsequent development of an exhumation unit in the post-TRC period.27  

 

Burying the unjustly dead 

In May 1997, the public broadcaster provided extensive coverage of the first 

reburial ceremony, including images of the exhumations, in which skeletal 

remains – long bones, and most dramatically, a skull - emerged from the rich 

brown earth as the material witnesses from the grave. Journalist Max du Preez 

predicted that these would ‘be one of the strongest visual memories of the Truth 

and Reconciliation process.’ The narrative, which  accompanied this footage, 

spoke of ‘uncover[ing] secrets of the past,’ hinting that more ‘secret killings on 

farms’ would be revealed in the coming weeks.28 It is worth identifying and 

unpacking some of the threads here, and how they came into being, as this script 

not only influenced the remaining TRC exhumations, but had a longer life in 

constituting what is increasingly a normative tradition in South Africa of how to 

rebury the dead who were unjustly buried.    

This script drew on far longer histories of funerary practices, as funeral and 

burial matters in South Africa have long been political as well as cultural. One 

strand relates to the practice of state burial for bodies of indigent citizens, which 

had particular force in South Africa where it was overlaid with the politics of 

race. Garrey Dennie has written of  African families’ long struggles from the late 

19th century to avoid pauper burials.29 Dennie traces raced differences in the 

treatment of dead black bodies: until 1942, coffins for black indigents had 

detachable bottoms, rendering them re-cyclable; coffins for white indigents were 

better constructed, lined with fabric, had handles and, from the 1940s, a 

nameplate recording name and date of death. Even after regulations disallowed 

                                                      
27 TRC, Report, Volume Six, pp. 565-569. 
28 SABC, TRC Special Report, Episode 45, Parts 1 – 4, 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S0zs0LXgNuM accessed 14 November 2013. See also ‘The 
Breast-Feeding Warrior,’ DVD series, Truth, Justice and Memory, Institute for Justice and 
Reconciliation, Cape Town, South Africa. 
29 Garrey Dennie, The Standard of Dying: Race, Indigence, and the Disposal of the Dead Body in 
Johannesburg, 1886–1960,’ African Studies, 68, 3 (December 2009), pp. 310-330. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S0zs0LXgNuM
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conveying black indigents on an open truck, they permitted undertakers to 

convey and bury four black indigents at a time, in contrast to the white indigent’s 

individual hearse and burial. Most injuriously for black Christian families was, 

while a minister of religion was a requirement at white pauper funerals, this was 

not the case for black paupers, suggesting these bodies fell outside the 

boundaries of the sacred.30 The stain of a pauper’s burial was so potent that in 

1989, ‘prime minister’ K.D. Matanzima of Transkei buried the mortal remains of 

his relative and political opponent, Sabata Dalindyebo, in a section of a cemetery 

reserved for female paupers. Dalindyebo was the head of the royal Thembu 

house to which Nelson Mandela belonged. This gesture of contempt arose from 

Dalindyebo’s  strong opposition to apartheid; the gendered aspect served to 

double the insult.31    

Arising from such profanities, ‘pauper burials’ were regarded with abhorrence.  

To escape such a fate, not uncommon in  a population with large numbers of 

migrants, mainly women created burial societies as a means to rescue bodies 

from apartheid’s depradations. As Dennie suggests, ‘In a life littered with the 

uncertainties of poverty, burial societies offered Africans a single assurance: the 

bodies of deceased members would be treated as sacred.’32 Burial societies 

provided funds for funerals, transported migrant bodies to rural homesteads, as 

well as scripting funerals. Under their direction, and as access to refrigeration 

removed the need for haste, funerals became far larger and more important 

occasions,  thereby ‘[inventing] a new cultural economy of burial in which… the 

bodies of their dead [were lavished] with resources unavailable to the bodies of 

the living.’33  

From the mid-1970s onwards, as youth politics exploded on the scene, funerals 

                                                      
30 Dennie, ‘ The Standard of Dying,’ p. 317. 
31 K.D. Matanzima also of the Thembu royal house, served as ‘Prime Minister’ of the Transkei, 
declared an independent homeland of South Africa as part of the apartheid government’s policy 
of dividing South Africa into independent ethnic homelands. Dalindyebo who died in exile in 
Lusaka, Zambia was initially buried in Lusaka; his body was returned to his ancestral home 
following intense negotiations between the exiled ANC and both South African and Transkeian 
authorities — see Garrey Dennie, ‘One King, Two Burials: The Politics of Funerals in South 
Africa’s Transkei,’ unpublished seminar paper, University of the Witwatersrand, October 1990, p. 
7. 
32 Dennie, ‘The Standard of Dying,’ pp. 323. 
33 Dennie, ‘The Standard of Dying,’ pp. 336. 
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were rescripted and came to constitute an important repertoire of political 

resistance. The spontaneous expressions of defiance by young mourners at 

gravesites of their peers, later influenced by the visually powerful and emotional 

funeral of Black Consciousness leader, Steve Biko, began to transmogrify into a 

more routine script of the political funeral.34 If burial societies constituted 

communities of care, which sought to rescue racialised bodies, here funeral 

committees constituted communities of solidarity, which exemplified the body of 

resistance. Usurping the role of burial societies, and through often complex and 

contested negotiations with families, the funeral committee scripted an overtly 

political funeral from wake to grave - speeches, songs, pamphlets, banners and 

flags. The one did not replace the other – many ‘struggle songs’ were already 

adaptations of hymns, and such songs were added to more conventional funeral 

fare; many religious figures supported  or participated in the anti-apartheid 

struggle, injecting a political slant into even the religious rituals of funerals.  

The potency of this dead body’s political life lay in its requiring, in the face of 

death, not mourning or sorrow, but defiance and resistance, conscripting its 

peers and families into freedom’s struggle - the slogan, ‘Freedom or Death: 

Victory is Certain’ worn on t-shirts and painted on banners during the 1980s 

representing the pledge of those so conscripted. More militarised aspects 

celebrated the guerrilla - songs from military camps, the famous toyi-toyi,35 and 

guards of honour in khaki and berets flanking the coffin, fists raised. The funeral, 

rather than marking a moment of closure, can be seen here to open a ledger of 

debt, which could only be settled by intensified resistance and further deaths. 

Indeed, police and mourners regularly clashed at such occasions, generating new 

fatalities, thus occasioning new funerals. Attempts by the state to control or limit 

such occasions, deploying armed police, and later by imposing severe 

restrictions, which included prohibiting political speeches and regalia, never 

entirely quelled these powerful moments of mobilisation.  

As the dawn of democracy grew closer in the early 1990s, the funeral script again 

                                                      
34 Jesse Bucher, ‘Arguing Biko: Evidence of the Body in the Politics of History, 1977 to the 
Present,’ Ph.D., University of Minnesota, 2010. 
35 A form of war dance, expressing defiance and protest, said to be derived from guerrilla training 
camps.  
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underwent revisions. In what would be the anti-apartheid struggle’s most violent 

period, the ANC buried two liberation movement icons — former Chief of Staff of 

the ANC’s guerrilla army, Chris Hani, whom white right wingers assassinated, 

and Oliver Tambo, president of the ANC throughout its long sojourn in exile, and 

the ANC’s public face internationally during Nelson Mandela’s incarceration. 

Here, while many of the earlier accoutrements and rituals were evident, defiance 

and mobilisation gave way to the more sombre and official funeral of a state to 

come. Indeed, for the first time, apartheid police rather than facing off with an 

enemy, escorted and protected mourners, a powerful symbolic moment marking 

an official, if reluctant, recognition that those previously regarded as ‘bare life,’ 

and thus available to be killed, 36 were now citizens, worthy of protection. 

Elements of both of these forms of funeral were evident in television footage of 

the reburial which followed the first TRC exhumations; a high profile affair, 

attended by former President Mandela, other senior government and party 

officials and several thousand ANC members and supporters.37 Coffins, draped 

with ANC flags, flanked the podium; mourners, many dressed in party colours, 

sang songs associated with the freedom struggle. Notably, although only three 

bodies had been exhumed, five coffins were evident: during the earlier 

investigation, security police had pointed out a spot where the bodies of a further 

two guerillas had been thrown, weighted, into the crocodile-infested Tugela 

River. The ANC symbolically reburied the two alongside their comrades : in this 

instance, the materiality of the coffins came to constitute the absent bodies cast 

into the river. In his address, President Mandela proclaimed the five fallen 

guerrillas ‘heroes,’ who ‘did not die in vain,’ but would be ‘inscribed in the 

nation’s roll of honour.’ He presented a medal to the young son of Phila 

Ndwandwe, the single female guerrilla exhumed (one of two in the total of  50 

odd exhumations conducted by the TRC).38  

In the television footage, vignettes of Phila Ndwandwe and her family interlaced 

the scenes from the exhumation site and the reburial. Against violent death’s 

                                                      
36 Giorgio Agamben, Homer Sacer, Stanford University Press, 1998. 
37 Sapa, ‘Come Clean: Mandela.’  
38 SABC, TRC Special Report, Episode 45. 
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body — skull and disarticulated bones — the living, affective, fleshed body, a 

young Phila, looked out from family photos, including one with her infant son, 

from whom the abduction would soon separate her. Beyond this, at many levels 

the scenes unfolding before the camera encompassed the everyday sad rituals 

and routes familiar to all bereaved families as they prepare for surrendering the 

body of the beloved: Ndwandwe’s family in the mortuary, looking through a glass 

window at the skeletal remains, anatomically laid out, and thus constituting a 

human body; holding a funeral vigil; preparing food for mourners; emerging 

from the last viewing of the open coffin before the funeral; and the final throwing 

of handfuls of soil onto the coffin. In some respects, footage drew attention to 

two different discourses: one of nation and one of family. While the funeral and 

President Mandela’s speech clearly produced Ndwandwe and her comrades as 

bodies of the new nation, this was not purely a state or party production. 

Families themselves drew these bodies into this discourse of struggle and nation. 

Thus Ndwandwe’s sister commented to the television crew that she was ‘so 

proud’ of her sister ‘a hero,’ while an aunt spoke of the family’s relief to find out 

that she was not, as they had been led to believe, an askari, but instead had been 

a ‘brave person.’39  

Such images and discourses played a key shaping role and as further 

exhumations took place, they began to assume a familiar routine, that operated 

to reverse the ignominuous and anonymous  pauper burial, restoring individual 

personhood. Once investigators had located a grave site, the TRC would organise 

an exhumation; families, local political and government figures (including in 

many instances provincial premiers) and the media would be informed and 

invited. After the exhumation, skeletal remains were transported to a mortuary 

before being handed over to families. Thereafter local or provincial party 

structures,  assisted by government structures, organised or provided financial 

and logistical assistance. In keeping with their status as guerrillas, reburying the 

remains generally took the form of a military funeral, replete with folded flags, 

and 21 gun salutes. Although the political party, not the TRC, shaped the form of 

the reburial — its function ending when the skeletal remains were returned to 

                                                      
39 SABC, TRC Special Report, Episode 45.  
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families — over time, many of the politically affective aspects seen at the first 

reburial began to characterise the exhumations themselves. A later TRC Special 

Report, covering an exhumation  in 1998, noted that ‘Just a few meters away, the 

scene around the three graves looks more like an ANC rally than a site of an 

exhumation, but the premier of the North West, Popo Molefe, says the ANC 

members are here to support the families…’40 In this instance, several busloads 

of ANC members, dressed in party regalia, attended, and the work of exhumation 

was accompanied by songs associated with the guerrilla war. 

Exhumations and the associated practice of burial, while restoring personhood, 

thus placed, not a family member, but the armed guerrilla at the centre of the 

script. This figure had played an important but primarily symbolic role, rather 

than the many thousands of youths, armed (if at all) with  stones, who by and 

large used their bodies as weapons and whom police killed in street protests, or 

the many thousands more killed in inter-civilian violence. This latter violence, 

much of which security forces encouraged and armed, included civilians targeted 

because they lived in rival political territory. This centering of the guerrilla was 

underscored by the fact that, with one exception,41 all TRC exhumations were of 

guerrilla bodies, even though they did not constitute the majority of persons 

reported missing to the TRC.  

TRC exhumations can thus arguably be seen to produce both the nationalist 

discourse and the need for ‘best practice,’ confirming the script suggested by the 

dominant literature on transitional justice and exhumation noted earlier. This, 

however, may be too hasty a conclusion. The following section begins to unsettle 

this seemingly comfortable fit by exploring the ways in which the elevation of the 

forensic occurred alongside and in the face of other controversies regarding 

body politics associated with the unjustly dead or buried.  

 

                                                      
40 TRC Special Report, Episode 86, Part 2, 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=exMpVMcTUDY&list=SPB5E49FFA382FFC46, accessed on 5 
December 2013. 
41 The TRC also exhumed the body of a former guerrilla in the employ of security police who they 
later killed owing to fears about his continued loyalty. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=exMpVMcTUDY&list=SPB5E49FFA382FFC46
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 ‘Skeletons in the cupboard’42 

As historian Premesh Lalu notes, it ‘was not altogether out of place’ then, ‘in an 

environment where the return and excavation of dismembered bodies became a 

national preoccupation through the TRC process,’43 that bones of the earlier dead 

were said to be restive and, in the TRC’s language, demanding repair and 

restitution. One such instance concerned a quest to locate the head of the Xhosa 

king, Hintsa, killed and believed decapitated by British colonial forces on 12 May 

1835,44  another a demand to return the remains of Sarah Baartman, whose body 

parts, including genitalia and body cast, had been displayed as ‘the Hottentot 

Venus’ in the Jardin des Plantes and later Musée de l’Homme in Paris;45 a third 

instance arose through research by historians on museum collections of skeletal 

remains in South Africa and Europe.46 These suggested, while the TRC had been 

charged with accounting for the abuse of human rights during the apartheid 

period, that colonialism's violence remained unresolved.47 

Colonial dead bodies spoke to longer histories of dismemberment and dissection, 

and those of acquisition, whether as war trophies or other means of collection.  

The skeletal remains in museums, whose afterlives historians Martin Legassick 

and Ciraj Rassool researched, involved extensive practices of grave robbing, 

defleshing and trafficking of even the newly dead and buried. Moreover, the 

                                                      
42 Ciraj Rassool and Martin Legassick, Skeletons in the Cupboard: South African Museums and the 
Trade in Human Remains, 1907-1917 (Cape Town and Kimberley: South African Museum and 
McGregor Museum, 2000); see also Rassool, ‘Human Remains.’ This section draws on this latter 
paper and discussions with Ciraj Rassool.  
43 Lalu, Deaths of Hintsa, pp. 4-5.   
44 Lalu, Deaths of Hintsa. 
45 Yvette Abrahams, ‘Colonialism, Dysjuncture and Dysfunction: the Historiography of Sarah 
Baartman,’ PhD diss., University of Cape Town, 2000; Sadiah Qureshi, ‘Displaying Sarah 
Baartman: The “Hottentot Venus,”’ History of Science, 42, 2 (2004), pp. 233-257. 
46 Rassool and Legassick, Skeletons in the Cupboard. For an exploration of these themes in 
Namibia, see Memory Biwa, ‘“Weaving the Past with Threads of Memory”: Narratives and 
Commemorations of the Colonial War in Southern Namibia,’ PhD diss., University of the Western 
Cape, 2012.  
47 Lalu, Deaths of Hintsa, pp. 1-30. 
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study of many such bodies was linked to the emerging field of racial science in 

which scientists read race on the body’s surface and interior. Henri de Blainville 

and Georges Cuvier studied and dissected Baartman’s body; Rassool and 

Legassick documented how British and European scientists competed to gain 

access to indigenous bodies, especially Khoisan, for the purposes of racial 

science.48 

Colonialism’s violence thus included the violence of knowledge, and the agency 

of the disciplines —anthropology, archaeology, and anatomy — in such violence, 

and in elaborating racial science through study of both live and dead bodies. But 

it was not only the distant past that lay unexamined and unaccounted for: 

Baartman’s body-parts had continued to be displayed until 1972 and her body 

cast to 1974, just as many unethically collected skeletal remains still form part of 

museum collections, available for further research. Scholarly engagements 

arising from Rassool and Legassick’s research later led to the discovery of two 

macerated dead bodies in a collection of one Emil Breitinger, a Nazi sympathiser 

who had headed the Institute for Human Biology/ Anthropology at the 

University of Vienna; these, named by Rassool and Legassick as Klaas and Trooi 

Pienaar, had been acquired from the collection of Austrian anthropologist 

Rudolph Pöch, who had assiduously collected human remains as ‘specimens’ of 

‘primitive’ or  ‘inferior races.’49   

Some of these controversies spilled into a public debate in Cape Town in 2004 

following the exhumation of over 1000 skeletons, believed to include slaves, 

from a colonial era cemetery uncovered during the construction of an upmarket 

hotel and lifestyle centre in 'Cape Town's glitzy international zone.'50 That 

development had trumped human remains was regarded by many as a clear 

violation; so too was the fact that archaeologists and anthropologists, contracted 

to clear the cemetery, proposed that skeletal remains should not be buried but 

                                                      
48 Rassool, ‘Human Remains’; Rassool and Legassick, Skeletons in the Cupboard. 
49 Rassool, ‘Human Remains.’  
50 Rassool, ‘Human Remains’; Nick Shepherd ‘Archaeology Dreaming: Post-Apartheid Urban 
Imaginaries and the Bones of the Prestwich Street Dead,’ Journal of Social Archaeology, 7, 3 
(2007); Louise Green and Noëleen Murray, ‘Notes for a Guide to the Ossuary,’ African Studies, 68, 
3 (2009); Archival Platform, http://www.archivalplatform.org/blog/entry/prestwich_place/ 
accessed on 20 January 2014. 

http://www.archivalplatform.org/blog/entry/prestwich_place/
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‘decently reinterred’ with privileged access for ‘bona fide researchers’ to study 

'respectfully.'  This response by the scientific community was seen to continue, 

or at the very least, fail to take into account science’s prior legacies of collection 

and research. For multiple reasons — political, institutional, biographical — this 

contest and the public activism associated with it was incendiary, with scientists 

accused of engaging in the ‘mass-harvesting’ of research specimens.51 For some, 

these histories have left an indelible stain on the disciplines associated with 

them; at times, this has included a rejection of all scientific interventions and 

modes of reading or studying colonial bones, which have been recast as ancestral 

bones. Thus suggestions that mitochondrial DNA analysis could assist in 

identifying Sarah Baartman’s kin, and later those of the Pienaars, were 

vigorously opposed.   

Zoë Crossland, however, has pointed to more complex distinctions at work in 

science’s encounter with the human corpse in 18th and 19th century Britain. Thus, 

while the most marginal bodies — criminals, the poor, colonial subjects — were 

subjected to dissection, post mortem practices were regarded as different and 

tended to concern elite bodies.52 This was precisely the view seemingly taken 

with regard to Sabata Dalindyebo’s body, retrieved from his ignominious 

pauper’s grave, amidst rumours that those who inflicted this insulting burial may 

also have mutilated his body. Thus although suggestions of forensic examination 

were regarded as sacrilegious in the case of Sarah Baartman, in the Dalindyebo 

matter, as Dennie points out, a post mortem ‘was called to determine whether 

such sacrilege had taken place… [here] modern medical science validat[ing] 

more deeply held notions of the sacredness of the body.’53 In this case, as in 18th 

and 19th century Britain, the post mortem examination was seen to mark the 

body as human, existing within a community of care, one which acted to prepare 

it for its sacred ancestral afterlife; in so doing, the post mortem was marked off 

from mere dissection, a practice long associated with the animal and the fate of 

those paupers or prisoners who represented only 'bare life.' This suggests, while 

                                                      
51 Rassool, ‘Human Remains,’ p.18. 
52 Zoë Crossland, ‘Acts of Estrangement: The Post-Mortem Making of the Self and Other,’ 
Archaeological Dialogues, 16, 1, 209. 
53 Dennie, ‘Two funerals,’ p. 12. 
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interventions in and on the dead body perform the function of constructing a line 

between the living and the dead body, that Crossland’s work points to finer 

distinctions, which may operate to draw a line between the dissected and the 

autopsied body. These are suggestive of different ontologies at work,54 but also 

of a certain instability of meaning associated with the dead body (or its remains), 

which is subject both to continuity and difference.  

In several respects, then, the developments of research associated with the long 

dead served to interrupt the promise of closure suggested by the TRC and 

exemplified in the physical acts of exhumation and reburial. By calling attention 

to longer histories of the dead body and colonialism, they called into question 

any notion that accounting for apartheid violence alone would be sufficient to 

address the past’s injustices. By pointing to contiguity in the logics governing the 

dead body of apartheid and those of colonial violence, these developments 

implicitly suggested a similar contiguity in the modes and techniques of reading 

dead bodies and skeletal remains associated with these two histories of violence. 

Indeed, in the post-TRC era, it would be through the same disciplines of 

anthropology, archaeology and anatomy that a more professional practice of 

exhumation would emerge than that which characterised the TRC’s practice. Yet, 

while these disciplines and their associated professionals received such short 

shrift in the public contests over the long dead, this has not been the case with 

regards to exhumation practices associated with apartheid’s dead.   

 

The Missing Persons Task Team 

Following recommendations made by the TRC, a unit was established within 

South Africa's National Prosecuting Authority in 2004-5 to examine unresolved 

TRC missing persons cases, estimated to be ‘some 477.’55 This figure included 

instances where the fate of the missing person was known but the body’s fate 

unknown. To date, much of the Missing Persons Task Team’s (MPTT) work has 

                                                      
54 Crossland, ‘Acts of Estrangement,’ pp. 104.  
55 TRC, Report, Volume Six, p. 519.  
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focused on tracing, exhuming and identifying these latter bodies. Although 

existing within a government structure, geared towards the prosecution of 

political crimes including those arising from the TRC, the MPTT worked closely 

with, and largely modelled itself on, the EAAF, a team that sees the physical and 

forensic work of exhumation and identification as one aspect of a wider 

collaborative and restorative process with families. This has again enjoined the 

body of evidence to the body of mourning, although somewhat ironically, given 

the MPTT’s location in a prosecutorial service, the restorative process has 

dominated.  

Forensic expertise, a key issue in tribunals and trials where the body has been 

rendered as the ‘last witness,’ has played an important role where cause of death 

and individual identification are directed towards ‘(ending) the agonising circle 

of uncertainty’ in which the families find themselves.56 For the MPTT, 

misidentifications associated with a number of the TRC exhumations 

underscored the need for forensic expertise. However, such expertise was largely 

non-existent locally: the police forensic division had no forensic archaeologists 

or anthropologists in its employ and, in any event, its head was the wife of a 

former security policeman responsible for killing the very persons whose 

remains were among those the MPTT aimed to locate. Similarly, the University of 

Pretoria, which had provided the apartheid police with forensic support in cases 

requiring anthropological expertise, had also been a key ideological site for 

apartheid. Although the MPTT has drawn on expertise from both institutions on 

specific cases, it sought to develop an independent team, contracting the EAAF to 

conduct the first exhumations, and to assist in developing a local South African 

team. This has grown into a longer relationship; a member of the EAAF based 

permanently in South Africa has trained a group of young postgraduate students, 

who have come to constitute a modest exhumation team.  

This choice has not been without its own controversies: several team members’ 

postgraduate training included exhuming the colonial era skeletons discussed 

earlier; a few, under the guidance of their professor (a key protagonist in those 

                                                      
56 Luis Fondebrider, ‘Reflections on the scientific documentation of human right’s violations,’ 
International Review – Red Cross, 84, 848, 2002. 
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disputes), had sought to conduct further research on the skeletal remains. But 

here where physical anthropology has produced cause of death and the 

individual identities of apartheid’s violated and dead bodies in the service of the 

nation, it has been uncontroversial. Nonetheless, Rassool asserts that the move 

to human rights work has provided a means to erase the earlier stains from the 

implicated academics, institutions and disciplines.57 Whether this is so or not, an 

effect has been to draw a line between colonial and apartheid era bones, 

disrupting their apparent contiguity, rather than the way in which human 

remains from the colonial era had previously served to interrupt the TRC’s 

language of repair by drawing attention to longer histories of violence and 

injustice. This is doubly ironic, given that the sanctioned work on skeletal 

remains of apartheid’s dead includes techniques of identification that continue to 

assign markers of race. Such techniques remain standard and normative within 

the forensic disciplines, despite resting on notions of measurement and typology, 

which underpinned racial science, and against a growing lobby, which suggests 

that at best such markers are predictive and geographical rather than inherent.58  

Aside from close attention to forensic investigation, the imprint and script 

developed during the TRC is still strongly visible. At the time of writing, the 

MPTT has exhumed 94 remains,59 overwhelmingly of guerrillas with a smaller 

number of disappeared activists, including at least three persons killed by 

liberation movement perpetrators. The dominance of guerrillas, the team insists, 

is not a matter of political preference; while it continues to investigate other 

cases, such as those who disappeared during pre-transition violence in the early 

1990s, it has had little success. Guerrilla deaths were, by and large, political60 and 

if killed in ambushes or skirmishes invariably left a documentary trace; the 

bodies of those killed in protest action or inter-civilian violence were buried in 

city cemeteries where ‘political’ bodies are largely indistinguishable from large 

numbers of deaths arising from criminal or inter-personal violence. Nonetheless, 

                                                      
57 Rassool, ‘Human Remains,’ p. 2. 
58 See, for example, special issue of Journal of Physical Anthropology, 13,1 (2009). 
59 As of the end of August 2018, this figure is now 145. 
60 This is not always the case. In a few instances, guerrillas died in non-political circumstances – 
for example, a brawl in a tavern. 
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these challenges bring into sharp relief the question of which bodies matter.  

While much of the MPTT’s day-to-day work happens outside the media's 

spotlight, exhumations continue to attract media attention. However, the key 

moments in which the body is scripted still takes place after exhumation and 

forensic examination has been concluded. Here, a further ceremonial aspect has 

developed: namely, the hand-over ceremony. The MPTT has a limited role in this, 

and is not itself directly involved in the reburial.  Although its specific format, 

location or scale varies, the hand-over has acquired a status of its own, and in 

most instances takes place at the premier post-apartheid memorial site, Freedom 

Park. As with the reburial, it has come to be a moment of celebrating the 

guerrilla, and inscribing the individual identified guerrilla into the pantheon of 

heroes: the coffin, draped in the organisation's flag, often guarded by veterans in 

military fatigues, accompanied by songs of the guerrilla movement.  Similarly, 

the reburial’s scale and character depend on a range of factors, both political and 

more contingent. Thus those organising or in attendance may be local ANC 

members, especially military veterans, local or provincial governments officials, 

or, on occasion, important members of the national government.61  

Such moments are not merely political party celebrations (overwhelmingly 

ANC), but are framed within a certain nation-building ethos, which continues to 

place the guerrilla at the centre of memory. Thus although South Africa has not 

gone the route of a national ‘Heroes Acre’ for its war dead, nor are these 

occasions state functions, nonetheless the guerrilla is valorised. This has been 

accompanied by a quiet revision by the state of the TRC’s more critical stance on 

the liberation movements, a revision that gathered momentum under the then 

president, Jacob Zuma, himself a senior guerrilla commander. It has included 

how the struggle against apartheid is memorialised, the provision of state 

                                                      
61 These observations are based on my participation in some of these events, discussions with 
members of the MPTT, as well as media coverage of individual exhumations – see for example, 
‘Closure for Families of MK Soldier,’ available on http://m.iol.co.za/article/view/s/81/a/431085 
accessed on 20 January 2014; ‘Fallen Hero Gets Apology,’  
http://www.iol.co.za/dailynews/opinion/fallen-hero-finally-gets-apology-1.1534089, accessed 
on 20 January 2014. See also ‘Address by the Deputy Minister of Justice and Constitutional 
Development,’ 8 December 2013, http://www.justice.gov.za/m_speeches/2013/20131208-MK-
cadres.html accessed on 20 January 2014.  

http://m.iol.co.za/article/view/s/81/a/431085
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pensions and benefits to ex-guerrillas, accompanied by growing mobilisation of 

liberation movement military veterans’ associations. 

Here again, we seem to be drawn inexorably towards the long established 

relationship between nationalism and the dead body.62 Indeed, by dint of 

legislation, the National Heritage Resources Act has responsibility for the care of 

graves with historic or national significance, including those who died in the 

cause of the liberation struggle. These graves, according to this legislation, form 

part of the ‘national estate,’ transforming the dead into heritage with national 

significance, available for both memorialisation and tourism. However, this 

would be to ignore more complex dimensions at work. Certainly at times the 

ANC deploys reburials with greater deliberation and intent, as was the case in an 

election year in a politically contested region when a single exhumation of five 

activists produced no less than three ceremonies, two addressed by national 

ministers, while former president Zuma himself gave a eulogy at the reburial.63  

Most times reburials are far more a local, even community affair, and often 

represent the endurance of combatant identities. Indeed it is such events that act 

to solidify this community, whose own access to benefits and opportunities in 

part relies on the maintenance rather than the dissolution of this identity, and 

who by and large, have felt marginalised and unacknowledged in the post-

democracy period. It is also clear that these moments are valued and sought after 

by many family members. Whether or not this is a spontaneous desire or a 

response to a format offered and institutionalised by the TRC is debatable. 

Perhaps a more important question to ask is what gives this format such 

traction? To do so requires further thinking about the particular form and script 

associated with both TRC and MPTT exhumations as well as considering the 

                                                      
62 Benedict Andersen, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Nationalism 
(London: Verso, 1991, 2nd edition), pp. 9-10; Verdery, Political Lives of Dead Bodies, pp. 105-106; 
Meira Weiss, ‘The Body of the Nation: Terrorism and the Embodiment of Nationalism in 
Contemporary Israel,’ Anthropological Quarterly, 75 (1), 2001; K.S. Inglis, ‘Entombing Unknown 
Bodies from London and Paris to Baghdad,’ Memory and History, 5 (2) 1993; Richard Werbner, 
‘Smoke from the Barrel of a Gun: Postwars of the Dead, Memory and Reinscription in Zimbabwe,’ 
in Richard Werbner ed., Memory and the Postcolony: African Anthropology and the Critique of 
Power (London: Zed Books, 1998); Luise White, ‘The Traffic in Heads: Borders, Bodies and the 
Articulation of Regional Histories,’ Journal of Southern African Studies, 23 (2), 1997. 
63 This funeral was indistinguishable from a guerrilla funeral except for the presence of flags and 
banners of the 1980s mass democratic movement. 
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meaning of these in relation to the families of the exhumed. This takes us, in the 

first place, back to the political funerals of the anti-apartheid struggle.  

The impetus to script funerals of those killed during the anti-apartheid struggle 

as politicised moments of resistance and mobilisation often left little room for 

personal, familial grief. Instead ‘[p]ersonal pain and loss become depersonalised 

into one more death along the path of freedom, one more container of blood 

emptied to water the tree of freedom, one more statistic in the long saga of the 

nation's losses.’64 Political movements themselves took responsibility for 

organising many of these funerals, sometimes by mutual agreement with 

families, but often too through considerable pressure, even ‘against [the] will’ of 

the family concerned.65 The sister of a detainee who died in custody recently 

commented ‘we felt overwhelmed by the people organising the funeral. They 

wanted to tell us what to say about Neil on the tombstone. My parents kept 

saying: “But he’s our son…” They said: “No he died for us.”’66 Families, in this 

sense, were constructed as having bequeathed their sons, daughters, husbands 

or wives to a nation yet to come, a nation few believed lay in their lifetimes.  

Yet, today it would seem to be the re-scripted political funeral for which families 

now yearn as an appropriate format — or more particularly the struggle funeral 

re-scripted as official funeral, a more ceremonial and tightly scripted affair of 

state — in which the nation is enjoined to celebrate those who had lived and died 

for freedom. But, although desired, the local character of these reburials, which 

are not formal state functions, means some funerals enjoy more attention (and 

thus more power) than others. This itself becomes a source of further grievance 

or pain for families. Insults may be evident in how elaborate a coffin is, the 

attending crowd’s size, whether media are present, how many party or 

government officials pay their respects, and of course, which funeral the 

president attends. The wives of one of the first group of guerrillas to be exhumed 

by the MPTT raised their dissatisfaction in interviews conducted by Jay Aronson:  

                                                      
64 Mamphela Ramphele, ‘Political Widowhood in South Africa: The Embodiment of Ambiguity,’ 
Daedalus, 125, 1, (Winter, 1996), p. 107.        
65 Ramphele, ‘Political Widowhood in South Africa,’ p. 106. 
66 Donald McRae, ‘History stalks the torturers who drove Neil Aggett to suicide,’ Mail and 
Guardian, 29 November – 5 December 2013. 
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‘It was like we were burying an old person. We are not happy at all. There were 

no flags. There were no MKs to march for them to show people that these people 

have fought for this country. It was like a normal funeral.’ Echoing similar 

sentiments, another suggested their husbands’ reburial ‘was not proper. No 

matter, they put some stones, the headstones. That doesn’t interest us. We 

wanted these people to be buried as soldiers and respected as people who fought 

for this country. We are here now, we are free, because of the people like them. 

Why [are they] not being respected like others?... So the truth must be said.’67 

The desire for a high profile political funeral and the accompanying 

dissatisfaction and disappointment has been understood through two related 

lenses. The one points to the need for greater acknowledgement of sacrifice. The 

sister of a combatant killed by the security forces and later exhumed, described 

visiting parliament in the post-democracy era: ‘As I stood there, I thought this is 

what Peter died for and who knows his name? He is forgotten.’68  This forgetting 

— and this provides the second lens — is materially evident in the inability of 

transitional justice mechanisms to impact on longer legacies of inequity and 

structural violence. This is a view frequently expressed by the MPTT, and echoed 

in Aronson, which points to the inevitable incompleteness of repair where 

families exist in dire socio-economic circumstances, little changed by political 

democracy.69 It is not uncommon for the MPTT to meet families for whom 

putting a meal on the table is a daily struggle, or who are unable to pay for 

electricity.  In the post-democracy, communities are riven by those who are seen 

to have enjoyed the fruits of democracy and those — the majority — whose 

material lives remain largely unchanged. These distinctions are intimate, 

carefully watched and noted, physical in their visibility.70 The advancement of a 

son, husband or brother's peers, often exemplified by employment and 

possession of the potent symbol of a car, and by association lifting the prospects 

for their wider families, is a matter of deep sorrow for those whose mainly sons 

or husbands are missing or killed. And here the notion of the ultimate sacrifice is 

                                                      
67 Aronson, ‘Strengths and Limitations,’ p. 278.        
68 Author’s notes from family meeting. 
69 Aronson, ‘Strengths and Limitations,’ p. 272, pp. 275-277. 
70 Adam Ashforth, ‘Witchcraft, Violence, and Democracy in the New South Africa,’ Cahiers d’ 
Etudes Africaines, 38, 150-152, 1998, pp. 505-532. 
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powerful; here ‘the bodies…. serve as a reminder to those in power of the bitter 

cost of liberation to numerous families, who by and large continue, despite this 

sacrifice, to live in conditions of deprivation and poverty.’71  

The politicised and heroic reburial thus addresses a complex amalgam of 

emotions and needs — on the one hand, it calls for a recognition of freedom's 

sacrifice, it enacts a proper burial so the missing and unjustly buried now 

returned to family and community may rest; but in so doing, it also functions as a 

reminder (even a protest) that the family bequest to the nation yet to be has not 

been reciprocated in the nation now present. Here, the materiality of the remains 

exemplified in the oft-repeated cry for  'just one bone' is shown to be insufficient; 

indeed, the insistence on the unfulfilled promise of the nation now present is one 

disabling or refusing closure. For Lizzie Sefolo, the ‘sickness was removed [when 

the bodies were initially recovered], but now it’s coming back. Because it’s like 

they were not really people who fought for this country, it was just remains.’ 72 

[My emphasis]  

This suggests that the issues relating to the family require careful thinking in the 

scholarship and practice of exhumation, as well as a more careful disentangling 

of the seemingly sequential journey from the liminal status of being missing to 

final reburial, a journey that often engages radically different temporalities. The 

disappointments expressed in Aronson’s interviews assume greater force 

considering the emphasis that the MPTT, drawing on the EAAF’s model, places 

on the family. This has meant engaging with families, not just as sources of pre-

mortem information or persons to whom reports are given, but also as integral 

to its practice. Encouraged to think of the process as an often lengthy journey, in 

which they are fellow or co-travellers, family members are often physically 

present at the site of exhumation, sometimes assisting the team in small ways; at 

times they will be invited into the laboratory where the skeletal remains will be 

anatomically laid out and forensic results will be explained and discussed, 

sometimes family members will touch or hold the bones, and perhaps examine 

clothing or artefacts found in the grave. On occasion a prayer may be said or a 

                                                      
71 Chapter Six, p. 265. 
72 Cited in Aronson, ‘Strengths and Limitations,’ p. 278. 
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rite associated with the dead will be performed at the scene of death, the 

exhumation or in the laboratory, transforming again evidence’s body into one of 

mourning. Family members often speak of the period of investigation and 

exhumation — as Lizzie Sefolo suggests above — as a healing time, one that 

follows a period of silence and official neglect. What is evident from Sefolo’s 

comments is the power of official acknowledgement, one the team provides, but 

which MPTT head, Madeleine Fullard, suggests needs to be public, indeed 

‘shouted from the roof tops.’73 Such acknowledgement, however important, 

remains ephemeral; a name carved in granite at Freedom Park provides little 

long-term comfort.74    

At the same time, the interviews conducted by Aronson constitute a small subset 

of victim families, and it is not at all clear that those he interviewed represent a 

general view or a particular dissatisfaction focused on some reburials. There is 

perhaps a tendency to essentialise notions of family, their needs and desires. 

Those who work with families are only too aware of complex family dynamics, 

fault lines within which the question of who speaks for the family and for the 

dead is often disputatious. Exhumations and their associated investigations 

sometimes reveal explosive family secrets: a combatant’s betrayal to the 

authorities by a family member, neighbour or lover; rivalries within or between 

families in the same exhumation; revelations emerging during DNA analysis 

regarding paternity. Nor is the idea of an exhumation always desired or regarded 

as healing: the children of a disappeared activist openly expressed disinterest in 

searching for bones, preferring a focus on the living; news of the planned 

investigation and possible exhumation returned a wife to such a severe 

depression, that it rendered her physically and psychically unrecognisable to a 

MPTT investigator between visits over a few months. Yet despite intimate 

knowledge of these fractures, sometimes running along fault lines of gender and 

generation, the notion of ‘family,’ often a core rationale for exhumation work, 

                                                      
73 Personal communication. 
74 The TRC recommended renaming of local facilities and streets, immortalizing the names of the 
dead, as part of symbolic reparation. See TRC, Report, Volume Five, p. 189. Again, such measures 
also potentially create hierarchies, generating grievances, as well as privileging political death.  
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often remains unproblematised.75  

Aronson, whose evocative interviews are cited above, proposes that, in line with 

the International Commission for Missing Persons, a ‘grave to grave’ policy 

should be implemented, in which families should not just be co-travellers, but co-

drivers helping to shape policy and identifying priorities, including 

memorialisation.76 This would seem to even intensify the current script rather 

than to open it to a more careful reading. 

 

Conclusion 

The TRC privileged recovering, identifying and returning the material and 

individual body of the guerrilla and exhumations came to be scripted through a 

range of agencies, including the TRC, families, the media, government as well as 

the ANC. Although reburials fell outside the TRC’s purview, being the domain of 

family and the ANC, they constituted an important moment, in which the body 

handed over to the family, now returned to its political community as well as to a 

wider nation. Reburials also had the effect of re-scripting the exhumations 

themselves, becoming dominantly ANC moments. Through the scripts of 

exhumation and reburial, the absent and missing body was produced as 

evidence, testifying from the grave to apartheid’s atrocity, and later, individually 

identified, as the nation’s hero on whose body freedom rested. The body of grief 

and mourning, testified to over and over again in the public hearings, was 

entangled in these depictions but perhaps overwritten by the larger narratives of 

what Ciraj Rassool has referred to as a narrative of ‘ancestral heroes of the 

                                                      
75 An exception to this is the significant literature in recent years on tensions between families 
regarding support for exhumations, especially in Argentina and the current civil war 
exhumations in Spain. See Domanska, ‘The Material Presence of the Past,’ p. 342-344, and Zoë 
Crossland, ‘Violent Spaces: Conflict over the Reappearance of Argentina’s Disappeared’ in Colleen 
M. Beck, William G. Johnson and John Schofield, eds., Matériel Culture: The Archaeology of 
Twentieth-Century Conflict (London: Routledge, 2002); Layla Renshaw, ‘Missing Bodies Near at 
Hand: The Dissonant Memory and Dormant Graves of the Spanish Civil War’ in Mikkel Biele, 
Frida Hastrup and Tim F. Sørenson, eds.,  An Anthropology of Absence: Materialization and 
Transcendence of Loss (New York: Springer, 2010) and Renshaw, Exhuming Loss. 
76 Aronson, ‘Strengths and Limitations,’ p. 281. 
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nation.’77 A further aspect was the misidentification of skeletal remains, a 

blunder that produced exhumation as a field requiring professionalisation, 

ensuring appropriate expertise and knowledge to remove remains from their 

improper graves and to conduct the important task of identification.   

Even as the TRC was operating, other bodies of the unjustly dead and buried 

came to the fore, suggesting that rather than closing the past, transitional justice 

may provide an opening for unresolved legacies of harm. While using the same 

language of reconciliation and repair, claims associated with the dead of the 

colonial era provided something of an interruption, pointing to the failure to 

account for the earlier violence of colonialism, including the violence of 

knowledge and racial science. Here attention was drawn to the way in which, 

even as they may have tried to reckon with this past, scientists continued to 

regard the body as an object of study requiring the specific expertise of science, 

while at the same time regarding science’s own history as irrelevant or off limits.  

In the cases of the colonial dead, all forms of forensic investigation have thus far 

been refused. Nonetheless, formal hand-overs accompanied the return of first 

Sarah Baartman from Paris and more recently Klaas and Trooi Pienaar, who 'had 

entered the Natural History Museum (in Vienna) as types' and their reburials 

strongly echoed those associated with the TRC and MPTT,78 despite Rassool’s 

prediction in this instance that ‘a rehumanisation and privatisation [would be 

sought] through local reburials, and a retreat from public inscription.’79 Here it 

would seem the imperative to wrest these remains from their object status in 

museums and research collections resulted in the adoption of the TRC/MPTT 

script, a script overlaid with longer histories of the political funeral. Indeed, 

President Zuma addressed the re-burial of the Pienaars in 2013, just as former 

President Mbeki addressed that of Sarah Baartman. An ethos of nation-building 

characterised both, scripted as restoring the dignity of the victims of colonialism 

                                                      
77 Rassool, ‘Human Remains,’ p. 145. 
78  'Reburial of Mr. Klaas and Mrs. Trooi Pienaar, Province of the Northern Cape,’ cited in Memory 
Biwa, ‘“Weaving the Past with Threads of Memory,”’p.254, fn.48.  
79 Ciraj Rassool, ‘Bone Memory and the Disciplines of the Dead: Human Remains, Transitional 
Justice and Heritage Transformation in South Africa,’ paper presented to the South African 
Contemporary History and Humanities Seminar, 24 May 2011, p. 20. This is an earlier version of 
the published paper ‘Human Remains and Disciplines of the Dead.’ 
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and racial science.  

Whereas the coffin in which the exhumed and missing body of the apartheid 

dead affected a transformation of incomplete and fragmented remains into a 

mournable body with a burial place, in the case of Baartman and the Pienaars, 

the coffin served as well to rehumanise, recuperating the body regarded as first a 

specimen, then as a museum artefact.80 If, as Rassool suggested, the mode of 

exhumation and reburial turned the missing dead of the apartheid era into 

‘ancestors of the nation,’81 then here one could say that colonial dead have been 

inscribed not only as citizens but into the pantheon of heroes, those who have 

sacrificed all, on whom the nation rests. Following this, if colonial bodies had 

initially interrupted the TRC scripts, but the later role of physical anthropology 

in the MPTT had served to draw a line neatly separating apartheid-era and 

colonial bodies, then the politics of personhood have tended to erase that line, 

drawing them ever closer together.

                                                      
80 Ciraj Rassool, personal communication.  
81 Rassool, ‘Human Remains,’ p.145. 
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On leaving the TRC in 2001/2, my initial writing turned to the TRC itself.  Most 

of this initial work was collaboratively written with Madeleine Fullard. 

‘Uncertain Borders’ is the only chapter here from this collaborative writing 

project; it operates very much as a meta-statement, representing the double-

natured intention of our project at the time. On the one hand, we sought to reply 

to critiques of the TRC emerging in the historically-minded South African 

academy; on the other hand we sought to draw attention to the ways in which 

the TRC and its archives had the potential to destabilise received paradigms of 

resistance- repression through which the struggle against apartheid (and more 

generally South African history) was understood. With regard to this latter 

intent, we sketched out some new thematics: collaborators; the ‘deadly tango’ in 

which security force and ANC policies, strategies and tactics leaned into each 

other; relatedly, the rationalities and practices of their operatives; and the 

spatialities of counter-revolutionary warfare. Fullard’s full-time work with the 

NPA, and later the MPTT, which additionally absorbed much of my own research 

energies until the late 2000s, gradually eroded our commitments to this project.  

Although only three chapters here were written before 2012, as may be evident, 

the portfolio bears the marks of this earlier project, at least insofar as my own 

TRC research into apartheid’s security forces is concerned. The Preface and 

Chapters Two and Three are largely concerned with the critiques of the TRC, 

while Chapter Seven works along the edges of these critiques. The remaining 
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chapters return to my work as a TRC researcher on the apartheid era security 

forces. The Introduction and Chapter One, written specifically for this portfolio, 

seek to provide a more granular sense of the TRC’s archives — and most 

particularly its security force archives — than is currently available, and its 

modes of reading and evidence. Chapters Four to Six provided a particular 

account of Total Strategy and counter-revolutionary warfare grounded in my 

reading of the TRC’s textual archives, as well as its and my own encounter with 

exhumed human remains.  

In my concluding chapter here, I return briefly to the scholarly TRC critiques as 

well as some of its practices. Drawing from the TRC’s security force archives, I 

revisit and re-read the state’s counter-revolutionary war waged internally from 

1985. Much of my rethinking of counter-revolutionary war has been staged 

through turning a spotlight on the state’s tactic of ‘disappearing’ and disposing of 

its enemies. It is here that I suggest the war’s limit is most visible. While this 

point is made at several points across different chapters, here I draw this 

argument together more tightly, suggesting where it may lead. In the final 

section of these chapter, I return to the idea of the forum posed in the Preface as 

well as the forensic, and suggest this may provide a different itinerary for 

subsequent work located in the TRC’s truth-seeking work.  

 

Critical exhaustion and exhausted critiques 

In the Preface, I outlined the ways in which the critical literature on both the TRC 

and transitional justice has tended to bifurcate: a sympathetic literature, which 

identified weaknesses and failures of the TRC and sought to revise and 

strengthen the ‘toolkits’ of truth commissions and transitional justice, and an 

opposing literature, which centred on the TRC and transitional justice’s 

techniques of nation-building and frequently neo-liberal rule.  

In the practice of subsequent truth commissions there is plenty of evidence for 

both of these views. With regard to the former, truth commissions, for example, 
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frequently recognise and address the ways in which violence is gendered,1 and 

also increasingly include issues of structural violence and other form of socio-

economic harms.2 On the other hand, and with particular reference to the African 

continent, South Africa’s TRC export has been deployed in less transparent and 

more circumscribed ways, leading a prominent Kenyan human rights activist, 

reflecting on his own country’s truth commission, to ask whether transitional 

justice was increasingly being used merely as a tactic by rulers to win 

international (largely Western) support.3 He placed this question alongside what 

he regarded as an energy and excitement by victims and human rights activists 

at the prospect of a truth commission, and their subsequent disappointments.  

Nonetheless, however one chooses to read these disappointments and their 

possible remedies, for the foreseeable future at least, transitional justice and 

associated truth commissions seem to be here to stay. In an interview Gayatri 

Spivak noted: 

The first duty is to endorse the work of human rights commissions, truth 

commissions, reconciliation commissions. Any criticism that I offer is in 

terms of the problems that sometimes are not counted in. But these days, 

problems are being counted in more and more….4 

Drawing on the representations of the South African TRC, and Archbishop 

Desmond Tutu, Spivak offered a specific critique on what she referred to as the 

                                                      
1 For example, the Sierra Leone truth commission, which followed the TRC in 2002, and on which 
SATRC commissioner Yasmin Sooka served, was the first truth commission to specifically include 
gendered harms. In 2005, the ICTJ established a gender desk and issued a handbook on gender 
and transitional justice: see Vasuki Nesiah et al, Truth Commissions and Gender: Principles, 
Policies, and Procedures (New York, ICTJ, 2006) available on 
https://www.ictj.org/sites/default/files/ICTJ-Global-Commissions-Gender-2006-English_0.pdf. 
The IJTJ hosted a special issue in 2007: see International Journal of Transitional Justice, Special 
Issue Gender and Transitional Justice, 1,3 (2007). 
2 Again I use the ICTJ and IJTJ as an index for how socio-economic harms has moved from the 
margins to occupying a far more visible issue in transitional justice. In 2008, the IJTJ produced a 
special issue on transitional and development, which largely focused on socio-economic harms: 
see International Journal of Transitional Justice, 2,3 (2008). Similarly socio-economic legacies and 
harms have increasingly featured in ICTJ publications. 
3 Andrew Songa, Kenya Human Rights Commission, ‘Transitional Justice’s Role in Dealing with 
Colonial Legacies,’ paper presented to Peace, Justice and Accountability after War and 
Dictatorship- Prospects for the African Context workshop, 7-8 March, Cape Town, 2013. 
4  Gayatri C. Spivak in ‘“On the Cusp of the Personal and Impersonal”: An Interview with Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak,’ Biography, 27, 1 (2004), p.205. 

https://www.ictj.org/sites/default/files/ICTJ-Global-Commissions-Gender-2006-English_0.pdf
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‘literalization of a Christian model,’5 likening it to forms of transcendental 

thought such as Marxism. However, she then exclaimed, ‘But on the other hand 

that certainly does not mean do away with them! What it means is do not think 

of them as the last instance, frame them.’ 6 

While I welcome these comments, most particularly her caution against thinking 

such initiatives as ‘the last instance,’ it has been precisely the framing that I have 

problematised. Indeed, it was against this framing of the TRC, overwhelmingly 

centred on victim hearings and the over-inflation of their reconciliatory 

discourse, that the Introduction and the opening chapters sought to instate a 

fragmented and highly fractious TRC, arguably driven more by issues of 

accountability than reconciliation or nation-building (hence widely referred to 

by staff members as the Truth Commission). Although its mandate was not 

apartheid, the TRC sought to discredit apartheid by affirming its status as a crime 

against humanity and drawing attention to its human rights abuse and 

criminality. Nonetheless, notwithstanding its decision to stick to a narrower 

mandate of bodily harms committed in the struggle to end apartheid, a closer 

reading of its Report suggests that, with the exception of Volumes Two and 

Three, the effects of apartheid violence was not so much ‘written out’ as a 

constant haunting presence.   

At the same time, revisiting the original chapters, most especially Chapter Three, 

it should be clear that it is not so much a defence I have mounted, or a different 

TRC I sought to instate, as a different mode of reading, which can generate more 

open and less predictable forms of critique; certainly these should seek to 

problematise, to criticise, but in doing so, leave a space for what I have called a 

more curious attention. The Introduction suggests, for example, that a more open 

reading, one less preoccupied by reconciliation or nation-building, would find 

perhaps unexpected directions and byways. I have also argued, drawing on 

Posel’s later reading of the TRC, that there was something about the power and 

space of hearings that, in legitimating what had previously been unspoken or 

unspeakable, continues to resonate with contemporary radical politics even as 

                                                      
5 See Chapter Three, pp. 152-153 for contestation regarding the Christian model within the TRC. 
6 Spivak, ‘On the Cusp,’ p.206. 
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that politics holds the TRC responsible for the failures of transformation. 

Similarly, in Chapter Seven, I sought to bring some curiosity to the TRC’s limited 

exhumation project, to ‘follow it out the door,’ as it were, to the reburials by 

families and the ANC, and the effects of these in shaping subsequent exhumation 

practices by the MPTT. Here, while ironically the question of exhumations 

provides one of the clearest iterations of a nation-building impulse, close 

attention to its itineraries activated less expected directions, and suggested that 

the exhumation project was (and remains) driven by multiple impulses, which 

refigure and exceed that of the nation and nationalism, and in some instances 

may even operate as witness to a nation that has failed to deliver.  

Without opening truth commissions and transitional justice to less prescriptive 

and bounded readings, it would seem that the destinations of our itineraries will 

always end in impasse and stagnation, which is how I would choose to represent 

the state of the debate at present. Some have sought to refigure transitional 

justice, returning to older formulations, such as social justice, or inventing new 

terminologies, such as transformative justice.7 At the same time, and certainly 

within South Africa, new political energies are on the rise, most particularly 

associated with the failures of the transition, opening new possibilities for 

revisiting the TRC as process and archive.   

David Scott (with apologies, as he himself, I suspect, is a critic of the TRC) has 

asked us to imagine ourselves as contemporaries to the past, rather than 

resorting to the ease and simplicity of hindsight. Political thought (and practice), 

he suggests, is always an answer to a question; hindsight provides easy routes to 

critique those answers. Instead Scott provokes us to think about the questions 

that produced those answers, within the horizons of political thought at the 

time.8 Following this, the question to which the TRC was the answer would seem 

                                                      
7 On transformative justice, see Paul Gready, Jelke Boesten, Gordon Crawford, Polly Wilding 
‘Transformative Justice: A Concept Note,’ available at 
https://wun.ac.uk/files/transformative_justice_-_concept_note_web_version.pdf accessed 30 May 
2017; Paul Gready and Simon Robins, ‘From Transitional to Transformative Justice,’ International 
Journal of Transitional Justice, 8,3 (2014). A Critical Transitional Justice Network runs at Kings 
College London, and hosts a webpage https://www.kcl.ac.uk/law/tli/about/Critical-
Transitional-Justice-Network.aspx accessed 1 September 2018. 
8 David Scott, ‘Stuart Hall’s Voice,’ lecture at the University of the Western Cape, 22 November 
2013. Elsewhere Scott, in discussing his interviews with Caribbean political thinkers suggests: ‘I 

https://www.kcl.ac.uk/law/tli/about/Critical-Transitional-Justice-Network.aspx
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/law/tli/about/Critical-Transitional-Justice-Network.aspx
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to be not how will we, South Africans, live together, but how will former enemies, 

apartheid state and liberation movement, work together in the state in the 

absence of victory? Along the way, circumstance or happenstance – the 

particular balance of forces, the hubris of imminent liberation or just negotiation 

exhaustion - produced the term ‘reconciliation, national unity and 

reconstruction’ and associated these with amnesty in the Postamble to the South 

Africa’s Interim Constitution.9 The route from amnesty – the only of the terms 

with a concrete substance – to truth commission has to some extent been 

explained, although its line of flight has been traced in a way that replicates the 

political argument for its necessity: its itinerary originating with a call by Kader 

Asmal seeking to regain the moral high-ground for the ANC following disclosures 

of violations in its guerrilla camps, journeying through the predicaments and 

concession bargained for, and won at the eleventh hour, in exchange for peaceful 

elections.10 This account leaves out less noble politicking: amnesty’s possible 

exchange for ‘important leverage in the final hours of negotiations,’11 or Alex 

Boraine’s dogged efforts to win government support for the model.12  The TRC’s 

founding narrative certainly requires revisiting, and one line of critical enquiry 

would be to revisit those narratives that suture it to the birth of the nation. 

Another would be to trace how ‘reconstruction’ became institutionally and 

discursively separated from reconciliation and nation-building in the legislation. 

If new political energies in South Africa over the past few years have returned to 

the question of the birth of the nation and its disappointments, lodging new 

questions and new vocabularies, they promise new and different histories of the 

transition itself. In extending this thought I place it within a longer discussion 

                                                      
am looking back through my generational experience of the ruin of the postcolonial and 
postsocialist present at what my interlocutors are remembering looking forward to as a horizon 
of future possibility. And this is why the questions I pose to my interlocutors seek less to provoke 
them to rehearse accounts of—or to render justifications for—the directions they pursued in the 
itinerary of their lives than to urge them to reconstruct (or constructively remember) the 
internal discursive landscape of problems that animated the social imaginary of the horizon of 
political futurity—of sovereignty, of socialism—toward which they thought they were headed.’ 
David Scott, ‘The Temporality of Generations: Dialogue, Tradition, Criticism,’ New Literary 
History, 25, 2 (2014), p.160.  
9 For the wording of the Postamble, see Boraine, A Country Unmasked, pp. 38-39.  
10 Chapter Two itself provides this comfortable narrative, pp. 115-116. 
11 Jenkins, ‘“They have built a legal system without punishment,”’ p. 36.  
12 For a more critical context for this ‘doggedness’ and his subsequent role in forming the ICTJ, 
see Dezalay, ‘The International Role of NGO’s in the Emergence of Transitional Justice.’ 
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prompted by a suggestion I floated in Chapter One, namely, that counter-

revolutionary warfare does not precede the transition, nor is it transition’s 

context or background; rather it is the transition.13 Here I return to the minutes 

of the late 1985 meeting of intelligence heads, which overwhelmingly recognised 

the inevitability of negotiations. In preparation for this, the meeting resolved that 

every effort should be made to weaken the ANC, and drive a wedge between it 

and South African Communist Party influence. If this is the case, then the 

simultaneous SADF raids on Lusaka, Harare and Zambia coinciding with the visit 

of the Commonwealth Eminent Persons Group in May 1986 do not represent the 

scuppering of a negotiated settlement, but its deference to a future date.14 We 

could similarly read the side-lining of the Department of Constitutional 

Development, considered the driver of the state’s reform project, and its ‘Skrik 

vir Niks’ project,15 in similar terms. In this reading, the transition-to-come was 

not to be entrusted to civilian control. This is not a search for a negotiating origin 

or precursor but one that seeks to ask how this may impact on our more general 

(or specific and) understanding of counter-revolutionary warfare and of 

transition in South Africa and elsewhere. 

 

Reading transition as counter-revolutionary warfare 

In some respects, Chapters Three to Six also sought to extend and theorise 

aspects of John Daniel’s and my TRC work on counter-revolutionary warfare.  

Both of us, as discussed earlier, largely followed the scholarly literature on the 

mid-1980s shift to counter-revolutionary warfare. As Suren Pillay has pointed 

                                                      
13 See Chapter One, p. 98, fn 101. 
14 This echoes the 1978 SADF raid on the SWAPO camp, Cassinga, which followed the UN’s 
proposal in April 1978 to work towards an UN-supervised election and the withdrawal of South 
African troops. The attack on Cassinga took place in May 1978 despite South Africa’s purported 
support for the UN’s proposal.  The UN formally passed Resolution 435, confirming its earlier 
proposal, in September of that year; nonetheless negotiations were deferred for a decade, leading 
finally to Namibian independence in 1989. Thanks to Patricia Hayes for drawing my attention to 
this. 
15 See Introduction p. 54, fn 96. In directing itself at the ANC, the effect of the November 1985 
discussion was to affirm the ANC as the intended negotiating partner, and we could speculate in 
the light of the security forces’ anxiety about the UDF, discussed later in this chapter, whether an 
ANC, shorn of its SACP links, was regarded as a less dangerous option to the UDF.   
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out this literature was written in conditions of secrecy and emergency;16 as such 

it was largely eked out from limited documentary sources and the careful piecing 

together of its practice from evidentiary traces (unexplained deaths, forms of riot 

policing, the emergence and operations of vigilante groups). As outlined earlier, 

the TRC had greater insight into the specific covert operations of this ‘war’ and 

their forms of authorisation and modus operandi. A significant aspect of 

authorisation was the term I first heard in connection with General Pierre 

Steyn’s investigation into the SADF’s involvement in illegal actions and political 

violence: ‘unofficial-official.’17 Of course, it is possible to read ‘unofficial-official’ 

as precisely a discourse of the covert world and its associated practice of 

plausible deniability. However, while plausible deniability aims to protect 

political leadership, this form of ‘unofficial-official’ seemed peculiarly virile, 

spreading contagion through security force ranks, so that leadership and foot 

soldiers increasingly read policy and practice through nods, winks and hints. For 

sure, it is possible, along the grain, that the ‘unofficial-official’ represents part of 

that movement of shadowy hands, making particular security archives, and their 

accompanying narratives and discourse, available to the TRC.18   

Rather than try to untangle these, and potentially falling prey to conspiracy 

theories or a ‘debunking mania,’19 Chapters Four to Six in various ways ask the 

question of what becomes visible if one works with the term ‘unofficial-official,’ 

and following that, asks how the strategies are operationalised in this ‘unofficial-

official’ space? This was my approach in the first iteration of Chapter Six. Yet this 

chapter’s route through different workshops meant that this question was 

filtered through different optics, first through the everyday and then through the 

‘life of the corpse’; the previous two chapters similarly posed the question 

through the ‘(un)national liberation and mobile soldiers’ and the haptics of  

‘bodies of mass violence’ and exhumation. While this may have acted as a brake 

on a more directed development of a single research question and its associated 

set of issues, these and subsequent conference calls took me into literatures and 

                                                      
16 Pillay, ‘The Partisan’s Violence,’ p.183. 
17 Chapter One, p. 84 and pp. 103, 104; Chapter Four, p. 210, Chapter Five, p. 220; Chapter Six, p. 
266. 
18 See Introduction, pp. 54-55. 
19 Castle, 'Contagious Folly,’ Introduction, p.55. 
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conversations that I probably would not have otherwise encountered. There was 

something in the circling around counter-revolutionary warfare, viewing it 

through different literatures, and significantly through the material force of 

human remains, that enabled lines of enquiry that ultimately proved extremely 

generative for my project of rethinking counter-revolutionary warfare. 

The following section draws together some of the routes I have followed as the 

question of counter-revolutionary warfare shuttled between foreground and 

background, and much else in between, most notably the everyday, dead body 

politics and the limit. Inevitably, it repeats some of the earlier discussion and 

argument. 

 

Thinking at the limit of the apartheid security state 

Briefly then, as discussed earlier, scholarship on the late apartheid state centred 

on its adoption of Total Strategy in the second half of the 1970s, overseen by the 

SSC, variously referred to as a ‘super Cabinet’ or ‘cabinet-within-a cabinet.’ Under 

the authority of the SSC, a massive security edifice, the NSMS, was established, 

which provided an increasingly panoptic field of vision and operated as the 

central mechanism through which the shift to, and implementation of, counter-

revolutionary warfare took place.20 Read through the policies of Total Strategy 

and NSMS, decision-making and intelligence were rendered as highly deliberate 

and centralised. As may be suggested by some of its terminology, the role of the 

military in this account was seen to be absolutely central both in formulating and 

driving this strategy. The scholarship understands the presidency of P.W. Botha 

as marking a decisive shift from 1978 in the balance of power from the police 

and civilian Bureau of State Security (BOSS) to the military, and the state as 

driven by a military-dominated SSC. Crucially, too, following the state’s own 

representation, Total Strategy was articulated as not merely a security strategy: 

all policy and functions of state were to be seen through its lens and 

                                                      
20 Cock and Nathan, War and Society (see especially the chapters by Mark Swilling and Ian Philips, 
and James Selfe); Seegers, The Military in the Making, p. 195. 
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subordinated to its imperatives. It is partly this latter aspect that earns the 

widely used descriptor of ‘militarisation’ in describing Total Strategy.21 Faced by 

increasingly intense internal mass resistance, dominantly allied to the ANC, the 

apartheid state shifted its strategy in 1985/6 to one of counter-revolutionary 

warfare. Importantly, scholars (and the TRC) saw this as not just an internal 

ratcheting up of internal security policies, but akin to a transfer of the strategies 

and tactics of ‘the border wars’ from the region to South Africa, a move the TRC 

describes as ‘bringing the war home.’ 

While this account remains dominant, it has been subjected to some critique. 

Suren Pillay, writing in the wake of the TRC, argues that the understanding of 

Total Strategy 'fails to get away from normative understandings of the political 

and the state.’ Violence, he suggests, is not separate but 'deeply entwined' in both 

politics and the state. The militarisation thesis, according to Pillay, is founded on 

the notion of the liberal democratic state; the conception of state strategy as 

‘militarised’ effectively represents a protest by the state’s citizens, one that has in 

mind the separation of violence from the realm of citizenship and rights, and a 

return to the rule of law. Pillay also notes the understanding of Total Strategy 

was one that largely individualised the problem: by placing the finger-wagging 

former president P.W. Botha, not at the centre but at the very pinnacle of power 

both as originator, decision-maker and overseer, these accounts occlude the 

institutional aspect of Total Strategy. Significantly for Pillay, the militarisation 

thesis also deftly ignores the growing electoral support for pro-apartheid 

policies and its repressive measures through the 1980s. Taking this latter fact 

into account would suggest that the state, far from acting unilaterally, or in 

isolation, as the militarisation thesis tends to suggest, was in fact close to 

electoral sentiment among its key constituency of whites.  

To rethink Total Strategy, Pillay suggests, requires grounding state strategy of 

the late apartheid state in a different conceptual and empirical genealogy to that 

                                                      
21 Cock and Nathan, War and Society; Evans and Philips, ‘Intensifying Civil War,’ pp.118, 121. 
While Seegers concurs with the SSC as being the key decision-making structure of the state, she 
suggests that the notion of the military’s dominance is somewhat over-inflated and that police 
and the NIS played significant roles in SSC and NSMS structures. See The Military in the Making, 
pp. 169-195. 
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of the scholarship. Nonetheless, before pursuing his own project, Pillay repeats 

the long genealogy of Total Strategy and the NSMS in surprisingly similar terms 

to the ‘militarisation’ theorists, reproducing the very same organogram around 

which all such accounts pivot.22   

As suggested in previous chapters, the TRC security archives confirmed much of 

Total Strategy’s genealogy: the continuity of both strategy and personnel in the 

war against an ‘absolute enemy’ in Namibia through structures such as Battalion 

32 and Koevoet; the subsequent unfolding of counter-revolutionary warfare in 

South Africa as well as its structures and strategies, including documentation 

that records the shift to counter-revolutionary warfare, authorising extra-judicial 

elimination and policies of contra-mobilisation. Additionally, these archives 

provide more detail, and amend some of its temporal and spatial dimensions. As 

suggested previously, amnesty applications provided specific instances of direct 

authorisation for killings and cases where NSMS personnel or structures were 

used in both extra-judicial elimination and contra-mobilisation inside South 

Africa.23 Nonetheless, similarly discussed earlier, the majority of applications for 

amnesty did not occur in the neat lines suggested by the scholarship, or through 

the structures suggested by the organogram. Nor, as has repeatedly been noted 

and with some exception, did it occur on the scale that this massive edifice and 

its associated policies would suggest.24 

Instead, summarising earlier chapters, these accounts suggest that the SSC and 

NSMS structures could only provide political authorisation, rather than rules of 

engagement, to its security community to deploy unconventional and illegal 

methods to counter the ‘revolutionary onslaught.’ The implications of this are the 

obverse of the model that the scholarship and activists have put in place, through 

                                                      
22 Pillay, ‘The Partisan’s Violence,’ pp. 196-218. 
23 See Chapter Four, p. 211, fn. 107. 
24 Although overall casualties (and especially fatalities) are relatively low in relation to the stated 
intent to ‘annihilate the enemy,’ security force actions concentrated on particular locations, 
sometimes sporadically but also in more sustained ways. In the mid- to late 1980’s such locations 
would include the East Rand, Mamelodi, certain areas in Port Elizabeth, Cradock and 
Pietermaritzburg. Although information is more patchy and less documented, the TRC records 
suggest that homeland forces, and their surrogates, notably in KwaNdebele and KwaZulu, 
similarly focused on ‘hotspots.’ While fatalities may have not been high,  such areas constituted 
for period of time, zones of surveillance and terror. 
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their emphasis on the NSMS and its suggested chain of command in which every 

operation, every killing was centrally planned and managed, often understood to 

be authorised directly and/or reported to that finger-wagging state president. I 

hasten to add, lest I be found to be completely scornful of this view, that certainly 

such notions are not entirely fantastical, as suggested by some of the operations 

in which such structures were cited,25 as well as, for example, the existence of a 

permanent Situation Room in the Office of the President.26 Notwithstanding 

these particular cases, and no doubt numerous others, which did not come to the 

attention of the TRC, as previous chapters have suggested, it would seem that 

orders happened in very different and far messier forms, where the innuendo 

and the wink replaced more formal authorisation or orders.  

It is here that the conundrum of the limit is lodged, a limit that concerns 

precisely the relocation of the war inside South Africa, and around which several 

of the chapters have circled.27 The question of the limit, initially formulated as 

constraint has been there since the earliest version of Chapter Six, written in 

2005. This version also noted that ‘the transfer of the ‘border wars’ into a 

domestic setting posed a dilemma for a state that, while not a newcomer to 

illegality, was nonetheless constrained by its own legal framework.’28 

In thinking about counter-revolutionary warfare’s limit, earlier chapters thus 

depart from the scholarship’s reading of Total Strategy and counter-

revolutionary warfare. Firstly, there is a decisive break from the notion of the 

SSC and the associated NSMS as being the super-mechanism of authorisation and 

operation. These chapters also suggest a more informal network and 

authorisation through the ‘unofficial-official,’ and further that in the absence of 

formal ‘rules of engagement’ security police devised their own modus operandi.  

                                                      
25 Chapter Four, p. 211, fn. 107. 
26 Johan Mostert, informal comments at a briefing in the TRC offices Cape Town, 20 September 
1996. This was not Mostert’s own view. His comment referred both to a general conspiritivity, 
and a specific organogram he had encountered during visits to local security offices. 
27 Previously I noted that Chapters Four to Six appear in reverse order to that in which they were 
written; here in order to trace the itineraries of this argument, I read them along the lines of my 
thinking.  
28 ‘Topographies of Terror,’ n.d., 2004.  
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Despite these departures, the notion of constraint has functioned largely as 

explanation for its effects – the development of different practices in the absence 

of specified rules of engagement, drawing on ‘imaginaries’ and shaping ‘cultures 

of violence’ - rather than as an object of study requiring theorisation itself. The 

reworking of the paper following the Life of Corpse symposium pushed the 

notion of constraint, reworked as the limit, more in the direction of questions of 

sovereignty and governmentalities.29 The second foray, Chapter Five, extends the 

argument regarding the pattern of illegal abductions and killings and the 

invention of a suitable modus operandi, but shows how operational practice 

followed regionally specific modes of killing and disposal. Here the variety in 

modus operandi, and the relatively low numbers again constituted the limit. In 

directing itself at the question of the gap between the representation of a state 

bent on ‘annihilating the enemy’ and its vast security network, Chapter Five 

poses a further possibility that the visceral forms of violence which characterised 

many of the killings ‘may have aimed more to shore up a (fading) sense of 

power,’30 marking not merely the limit, but depletion. 

It is worth noting that both of these chapters explored the question of the limit 

via the practice of disappearing and disposing of bodies. However, although in 

my reworking of what is now Chapter Six for the Life of the Corpse symposium, I 

had placed ‘dead body politics’ at its centre, I show little interest in the dead 

body itself, following instead its discursive journey from terrorist to victim to 

hero. In this sense Chapter Six is a work of reading the body for its 

representational affects and effects by following its multiple afterlives from the 

moment of death and burial through the subsequent technologies of the 

apartheid state, the TRC and later the MPTT. 

Although Chapter Five similarly works with the instability of the dead body as it 

is read through a significantly different literature on materiality and agency of 

the dead body. Rather than representation, I came to think more about the 

material force of the ‘war on the corpse’ and how it was materialised in the 

classic move of counter-revolutionary warfare of turning the strategies of the 

                                                      
29 Posel and Gupta, ‘Life of the Corpse.’ 
30  Chapter Five, p. 237. 
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enemy back on the enemy by weaponising the dead body. In thus staging the 

dead body as one of  a ‘poorly trained terrorist’ who ‘blew himself up’ while 

laying a landmine, security police turned the dead body against itself and thus 

into a  ‘weapon of war.’  

Chapter Four, in many respects written alongside Chapter Five, turns away from 

the dead body, and to the Soweto Intelligence Unit operations from the early 

1980s. Here the question of the limit turns to public and scholarly 

representations, asking whether our descriptions of Total Strategy and the NSMS 

provide a view of the late apartheid state that is more monolithic, more powerful 

and in fact less brutal than the record indicates, thus unwittingly replicating a 

view of the state that bolstered its image and power. If this is the case, they 

should not be read – as scholars and activists have done - as empirical 

mechanisms of counter-revolutionary warfare, but rather as a discursive form of 

counter-revolutionary warfare themselves. Indeed, if disappeared bodies could 

be regarded as material ‘weapons of war,’ perhaps one could similarly think of 

something like the NSMS organogram or Strategy 44 not as a description but as 

similarly weaponised. In so doing, they cross the discursive boundary back to the 

material, and the world of things, demonstrating how the material and textual 

lean on each other. Chapter Four does not suggest intentionality on the part of 

the apartheid state, arguing that in many ways it would seem that the carefully 

delineated structures of the NSMS depict the order that bureaucrats and 

securocrats imagined or desired in the midst of an increasing disorder, the 

nature and character of which differed sharply from that of the ‘border wars.’  

But here again the limit is not the central focus of Chapter Four. However, in this 

case the formulation of ‘Mobile Soldiers and the (Un)national Liberation of 

Southern Africa,’ which framed the workshop at which it was presented, shifted 

my perspectival position. While during the TRC I had argued for the region as 

determining security strategy, my own TRC research on counter-revolutionary 

warfare had located me inside South Africa. Now, at last I situated myself outside 

the boundaries, thinking beyond strategy to thinking the practice of counter-

revolutionary warfare outside its national frames. Chapter Four, in tracing the 

movement of Soweto security police across the region brings the war in the 
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region into focus and at last the problem of the limit moves more decisively to 

the difficulties of relocating the war inside South Africa in the mid-1980s. Here, 

as discussed in that chapter, the movement of operatives between the police-

counter-insurgency unit in Namibia, Koevoet, and the Soweto Intelligence Unit in 

the early 1980s, which included several Mozambicans, reminded me of the 

ferocity of the war in Northern Namibia and Mozambique, a ferocity against 

which the SIU’s efforts to transfer the war to Soweto seemed dismal to say the 

least. It was precisely the attention to the ‘(un)national,’ and the ‘the border 

wars’ as a crucial resource and part of the imaginaries of violence, which made 

the breach between policy, intent and result more compelling for me, bringing 

into relief the over-inflation contained in notions of ‘the war coming home.’  

Lodged in this formulation of counter-revolutionary warfare is an inexorable 

movement from north to south, outside to inside, producing the shift to counter-

revolutionary warfare in South Africa as a moment of destination and arrival. I 

found myself asking: what war? where? 

Nonetheless, while the question of the difficulties of relocating the war is more 

forcefully posed in that chapter, much of this remains suggestive. In the next 

section, I provide a more expanded if still very provisional sense of where this 

argument may lead as a way of elaborating the direction in which I am 

proceeding, and what its implications may be in relation to the historiography of 

the late apartheid state.31 

 

Why not more? 

To rephrase the question bluntly, and at the risk of some repetition as well as 

engaging in what has been termed an ‘actuarial logic’: if, in the period roughly 

from 1978 to 1989, in which the SSC came to wield the levers of power, and 

under whose direction the NSMS edifice, running from the top echelons of power 

to the smallest community across the nation (and beyond), was deployed to 

annihilate political resistance, how do we explain that inside South Africa the 

                                                      
31 Here I draw extensively on an unpublished paper, ‘Researching Apartheid's Wars.’ 
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number of persons killed in political violence between 1984-1989 is probably 

between 7 000 – 8 000? Most startlingly, the vast majority – some 5 600 – were 

civilians who died in the course of political unrest.32 Of course, this is a 

significant number and translates into many thousands of South African, 

predominantly black families, whose lives were torn apart. It also does not 

include many thousands more injured in ‘riot policing’ or tortured in custody, or 

account for the sustained terror in those areas deemed ‘hotspots.’ 

However, comparatively, in Namibia, with a population of just over one million in 

1980, upward of 12 000 to 15-16 000 are estimated to have been killed in the 

period 1978-1989;33 in Rhodesia with a population about one quarter of South 

Africa’s, between 12 000 and 30 000 combatants and civilians lost their lives 

between 1972-1979.34  In Argentina, estimates of the number of persons 

                                                      
32 The number of casualties in war and political violence are notoriously unreliable. The source 
for the figure of 5 600 is the HRC (Coleman, A Crime Against Humanity, p. 42), the remainder are 
made up of approximate numbers for known disappearances, assassinations as well as some 900 
necklaced or killed by other means and then burnt.     
33 Again, these numbers are difficult to pin down. Official statistics often focus on combatants and 
security force losses, as part of an obsessive calculation of  the ratio of security forces losses to 
‘enemy’ losses. Leopold Scholtz suggests 12 006 fatalities (11 291 SWAPO; 175 security force) for 
the period 1966-198 (I note that the disaggregated numbers by year, which he provides, add to 
10 941, not 12 006). (Leopold Scholtz, ‘The Namibian Border War: An Appraisal of the South 
African Strategy,’ Scientia Militaria: South African Journal of Military Studies, 34, 1 (2006), pp. 39, 
43.  The TRC provides no overall figure of losses, although its Report cites C.J. Nothling’s figure of 
over 8 000 ‘terrorists’ dead in the series of operations, occurring between Operation Daisy in 
October 1981 and Operation Displace in 1988 - TRC, Report, Volume Two, p. 59. If one adds to 
that the number the TRC cites for specified operations prior to this (Report, pp. 52-59) as well as 
those associated with the transition (estimated to be 300-375), one would arrive at a figure 
between 10 466 to 11 172. However, there are many omissions: with the exception of the attacks 
on Cassinga and Chetequera, these figures do not include an aggregated number of killings by 
Koevoet, nor does it include civilian deaths or those associated with South Africa’s support for 
UNITA in Southern Angola. With regard to Koevoet, on the basis of records, which were given to 
the TRC, the Report cites a figure of 3 323 dead as representing the kills of 14 men in one Koevoet 
unit. This alone would take the TRC figure to 13 789 - 14 4.  As far as civilian losses are 
concerned, Jeremy Silvester and Martha Akawa’s early research enabled them to identify from 
‘newspaper coverage… 992 and 230 from the inquest …cases of war-related civilian death.’ 
Jeremy Silvester and Martha Akawa, ‘Waking the Dead: Civilian Casualties in the Namibian 
Liberation Struggle,’ Journal for Studies in Humanities and Social Sciences, 1, 1 (2012). Of course, 
distinguishing civilian deaths is extremely fraught in counter-insurgency wars. 
34 Ian F.W. Beckett notes that while ‘officially 9 683’ died in the war, it ‘is possible that the total 
deaths exceeded 30 000.’ Ian F.W. Beckett, ‘Counter-Insurgency in Rhodesia, 1972-1979,’ in Ian 
Beckett and John Pimlott, Counter Insurgency: Lessons from History,’ Barnsley: Pen and Sword 
Military, 2011, p. 188. The figure of 30 000 is repeated by Jakkie Cilliers and Michael Evans: 
Jakkie Cilliers,  Counter-Insurgency in Rhodesia, Routledge , p. 241; Michael Evans, ‘Fighting 
Against Chimurenga: An Analysis of Counter-Insurgency in Rhodesia, 1972-1979,’ History 
Association Zimbabwe, Local Series 37, Salisbury, 1981, p. 26.  The footnote in Evans suggests 
that this figure is based on a report of 27 500 dead, The Times, 31 March 1980. Cilliers own count 
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‘disappeared’ is anything between 7 785 and 30 000 persons;35 in South Africa 

the TRC figures for the same category of persons ‘disappeared’ by the state is 

under 140.36 These are not haphazard examples – it is precisely these that 

illuminate the seeming discrepancy when we consider that Rhodesia and 

Namibia provided an extensive ground of experimentation and practice in the 

repertoires of counter-insurgency and counter-revolutionary strategy and tactics 

from1966 onwards, just as Argentina provided a similar model of ‘permanently 

removing’37 troublesome political opponents. In short, how do we think the 

breach between the adoption of counter-revolutionary warfare along with its 

publicly stated intent to annihilate the enemy, and the actual difficulties in 

conducting warfare inside the borders of South Africa? If as Suren Pillay 

suggests, Matthew Goniwe represented the ‘absolute enemy’38 and the apartheid 

state had wide and growing support for its security policies, why was this 

absolute enemy seemingly unavailable for extermination on a far wider scale in 

the intensified zone of exception created by successive states of emergency?  

There are different ways of providing answers to this. One suggested previously 

is the seeming stickiness of the apartheid state’s self-conception as a state of 

laws, not necessarily shared by all, but powerful enough to provide a brake. 

                                                      
generates a figure of 11 746 deaths inside Rhodesia (including civilian deaths), and some 6 950 
for major attacks on guerrilla camps outside Rhodesia’s borders. 
35 The Committee for the Defence of Human Rights in the Southern Cone recorded 7 785 names – 
see James P. Brennan, Argentina’s Missing Bones: Revisiting the Dirty War, University of California 
Press, 2018; the organisation Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo insist on the figure of 30 000 – see 
‘Forty years later, Argentina’s bravest mothers keep marching,’ El Pais, 1 May 2017, 
https://elpais.com/elpais/2017/05/01/inenglish/1493637018_186924.html accessed on 14 
January 2018; an intelligence communication suggests a figure of 22 000, see ‘40 years later, the 
mothers of Argentina’s “disappeared” refuse to be silent,’ The Guardian,  28 April 2017, 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/apr/28/mothers-plaza-de-mayo-argentina-
anniversary.  
36 The TRC noted at the end of its process that there were still 113 unsolved disappearances. 
However, it also noted that this figure was unreliable as it only counted those who were coded as 
Abductions, whereas it appeared that in a number of cases where perpetrators had confessed to 
abductions and subsequent killings, these cases had been coded (or recoded) as killings. See TRC, 
Report, Volume Six, pp. 519-522 and associated fn. 3 and fn.8.   
37 The term ‘permanently removing’ is used in signal, which was sent on 7 June 1985 on the 
instructions of the chairperson of the Eastern Cape JMC, Brigadier ‘Joffel’ van der Westhuizen, to 
the Secretary of the TTS, Major General van Rensburg.  The three men referred to in the signal, 
viz., Mathew Goniwe, Fort Calata and Mbelelo Grootboom, together with a friend Sicelo Mhlauli, 
were murdered three weeks later on 27 June.  For details of the signal, see Pillay, ‘The Partisans 
Violence,’  pp. 120-121. See Chapter Four, p. 200, fn 67 for reference to euphemistic 
terminologies of authorisation. 
38 Pillay, ‘The Partisans Violence,’ pp. 189-226, and pp. 262-285. 

https://elpais.com/elpais/2017/05/01/inenglish/1493637018_186924.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/apr/28/mothers-plaza-de-mayo-argentina-anniversary
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/apr/28/mothers-plaza-de-mayo-argentina-anniversary
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Bolstering this, much of the literature refers to the growing international 

pressure on the apartheid state from some of its closest allies in the West; in 

particular, the 1985 refusal of banks in the United States to roll over loans to 

apartheid South Africa, accompanied by tightening sanctions and disinvestment, 

threatened economic collapse.39  

To this representation of crisis, it is possible to add other influences from the 

TRC record and its security force archives. These would include the failure of the 

policy of preventive defence and regional destabilisation to hold the war outside 

South Africa, which had and continued to absorb massive financial resources.  

According to the TRC, until late 1984, security policy had clearly aimed at an 

external enemy, specifically the ANC. Even the late 1985 meeting of intelligence 

heads was framed as though the ANC remained its major threat, and that neither 

the NP nor its securocrats had anticipated the rapid development of a 

widespread internal resistance movement in response the apartheid reform 

project.40 The picture in the SSC’s Total Strategy sub-committee in 1987/8 

presented a different picture: committee members repeatedly noted that 

repression appeared to open further opportunities for internal mobilisation.  

Here the TRC’s amnesty testimony and security records testify to the fading 

power of increased repression: the intimacy of repression and mobilisation is 

starkly evident in funerals where killing the enemy only served to create 

moments of intensified mobilisation. Far wider detention sweeps in the state of 

emergency disrupted the capacity for further mobilisation, but the minutes of the 

TTS suggest an awareness that this lull only lasted as long as emergency 

regulations applied.41 Even so, the 1985 funeral of the Cradock Four provides a 

                                                      
39 For example, see Nancy L. Clark and William H. Worger, South Africa:The Rise and Fall of 
Apartheid, Oxford and New York: Routledge, 2016, p. 6; Por Audie Klotz, Norms in International 
Relations: The Struggle Against Apartheid, Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1995. 
Mzamo P. Mangaliso, ‘Corporate Social Responsibility and the Sullivan Principles,’ Journal of 
Black Studies, 28 (2), 1997; David Black, ‘The Long and Winding Road: International Norms and 
Political Change in South Africa, in Thomas Risse-Kappen, Thomas Risse, Stephen C. Ropp and 
Kathryn Sikkink, eds., The Power of Human Rights: International Norms and Domestic Change, 
Cambridge University Press, 1999, pp. 94 -101; Vishnu Padayachee, ‘Apartheid South Africa and 
the International Monetary Fund,’ Transformation, 3, 1987; Patrick Salman, ed., The Challenge of 
Apartheid: UK Relations, 1985-1986, Oxford and New York: Routledge, 2017. 
40 This can be deduced from the SSC’s complacency in late 1984, followed by its recognition that 
the ‘head’ (of revolutionary activity) was now inside South Africa. See Chapters Four (pp. 186-
187). 
41 TTS, SSSC, File 22/3/2/44, Pretoria State Archives.   
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good example of the gamble involved where, despite the clumsy attempt to point 

the blame on a rival political faction, one of the largest funerals of the era was 

held.42 If this failure showed the perils of the strategy of extra-judicial 

elimination, it also motivated the various modes of elimination and disposal 

suggested in Chapter Five. 

More than that, resistance was increasingly directed not by its leadership (many 

of whom were in detention or ‘in hiding’), but by seemingly spontaneous rolling 

action, spreading not just through urban but rural townships and localities too.  

Such action involved broadly defined supporters (often caught up in the 

moment) as well as more opportunistic hits by gangsters, whose involvement 

was pervasive enough to earn the title ‘com-tsotsi’ (comrade gangster or 

criminal).43 Total Strategy and the NSMS appeared to have been built on fighting 

an ordered enemy, but this disorderly and often chaotic one seemingly 

confounded the structures of the NSMS. Some of these intractable problems are 

reflected in the intense debate as to whether a ban on the UDF would be 

effective, as its decentralised structures presented a many-headed hydra, with 

hundreds of affiliates, small and large.44 

Also running through the TRC’s amnesty record is testimony that suggests the 

security force’s reliance on, but vulnerability of black police, in townships may 

also have served as a restraint to a more overt unleashing of force. General van 

der Merwe’s submission, as well as exchanges during cross-examination at 

amnesty hearings, suggested a growing concern for the seeming inability to 

protect black police from attacks by MK.45 Given their persistent lowly status and 

working conditions, and their deep well of resentment,46 this was potentially a 

                                                      
42 See Chapter Five, p. 231. 
43 Gary Kynoch, ‘Crime, Conflict and Politics in Pre-Transition South Africa,’ African Affairs, 104, 
416 (2005), p.496; Clive Glaser, ‘We Must Infiltrate the Tsotsis: School Politics and Youth Gangs in 
Soweto, 1968–1976,’ Journal of Southern African Studies, 24, 1998; Gail Super, ‘The Spectacle of 
Crime in the ‘New’ South Africa: A Historical Perspective, 1976-2004,’ British Journal of 
Criminology, 50 (2010), p. 169.   
44 TTS, SSSC, File 22/3/2/44, Pretoria State Archives. See also Chapter Five, p.219. 
45  Chapter Six, pp. 248-249. 
46 Introduction, p. 44. 
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trained group, whose loyalty needed constant shoring up for fear it could be 

infiltrated by liberation movements, or worse, change sides. 

Lastly, as discussed in the Introduction, while divisions between different arms 

of security and intelligence forces are legendary the world over,47 the movement 

of the police ministry to the centre of the South African state in the 1960s, and its 

subsequent deposal by the military through P.W. Botha’s accession to power in 

1978 deepened this contest, making the NSMS - always perceived to be 

dominated by the military – a fractious and unlikely war room. Here again we 

may index the 1985 meeting of security and intelligence chiefs, in which the 

police seemed the only force that had not given up on the idea of a battle to the 

end.   

At the same time, alongside such turf battles, what joint structures enabled, most 

especially at regional and local level, was the coming together of like-minded 

operatives, many of whose paths had previously intersected in South Africa’s 

other theatres of war; from this coming together, a certain understanding came 

to prevail.48 This drawing together affected not only the ‘foot soldiers’ but senior 

personnel as well, and additionally provided political space for those in NIS and 

SADF who may have been less enamoured by a future that promised a negotiated 

settlement. Thus while TREWITS – the formal structure of targeting - seemed to 

founder, some of the target workgroups proved far more effective. While this 

‘unofficial-official’ track was constrained by the political and legal environment, 

this suggests a far more fractious security cluster, competing agendas, and a 

blurring of the formal and informal. These competing agendas also suggest a 

fracturing of the loyalty of security forces to the apartheid state, with different 

political allegiances beginning to emerge, most significantly right wing 

movements. The representation of a centralised and powerful security state does 

a disservice, as does the notion of revolution and counter-revolution, occluding 

its fractious, paranoid, and fluid dimensions. 

                                                      
47 See Introduction, p. 54.  
48 Interview, Henri van der Westhuizen, a military intelligence operative and member of an 
Eastern Transvaal target work group. Interview Henri van der Westhuizen, 15 April 1998.  
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These multiplying influences produce one kind of answer, even if the lines of 

argument remain speculative. This speculative provisionality serves to catalogue 

the unfinished historical critique of the security policies and practices of the late 

apartheid’s state, as well to account for an inflation of violence in the scholarly 

and public representation and understanding of South Africa’s liberation war. 

Nonetheless, there are several propositions that these ‘speculative reasonings’ 

suggest.   

The view from Total Strategy and its NSMS overestimates both the power of the 

state and of the liberation movements, putting in place a comfortable binary, 

which as several chapters have suggested lends support to a particular 

representation of the struggle. Here the militarisation of the state has as its 

antithesis the centrality of the armed struggle; those who ‘paid the ultimate 

sacrifice’ reduced to those in the liberation armies. As suggested previously, it is 

precisely the bodies of the ‘disappeared’ who stand as icons of the narrative of 

the nation.49 This comfortable binary also misunderstands the character of the 

security force’s violence, occluding the vastly larger number of civilian deaths of 

those killed in protest or street shooting, as well as deaths arising from inter-

civilian conflict, which even if accompanied by the ‘hidden hand’ of the state are 

not reducible to a state-liberation movement binary. Instead these localised sites 

of violence languish in a second order, as a perverted form of the everyday. Then 

too, as several of the TRC’s critics have argued, it also displaces the vast majority 

of those whose deaths arose from ‘forms of deliberately engineered and enforced 

structural violence.’50 Yet ironically the dismissal of the TRC’s focus on the 

liberation struggle, rather than apartheid violence, enables the over-inflation of 

violence and the particular understanding of how that struggle is understood to 

have happened; its effect, if left untended, is to hold in place the grand narrative 

of the unfolding of the nation through repression and resistance. 

But, and most importantly, the narrative of the nation is precisely that of a 

bounded nation, and places South Africa and not the region as the ultimate zone 

                                                      
49 But as suggested in Chapters Six and Seven, while these bodies provide the desired official 
narrative, it is as much driven by the desire of families. See Chapter Seven, pp. 293-299.  
50 Chapter Five, p. 234. 
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of warfare. Public and scholarly accounts recognise Total Strategy’s own 

prescript to hold the line of war as far as possible from South Africa’s own 

borders through a policy of pre-emptive defence, yet too often the violence 

wreaked upon the region, and most particularly Namibia and southern Angola 

over more than two decades, is somewhat obscured, too often produced as a 

‘training ground’ for what remains the final battle against white minority rule on 

the southern tip of Africa.51 In the wake of the TRC, its finding that more non-

South Africans died in the cause of the struggle against apartheid has gone 

unnoticed. And yet the destination I have arrived at leads me to conclude that the 

war was not here in the way it is thought to have been; it was always the region. 

Pausing over where my speculative reasoning has led me, I return to the National 

Archives and that office on the corner of the third floor at Embassy House with 

Niël Barnard’s filing cabinets,52 and the many moments in which I set aside 

documents on Namibia for a possible, but never realised, return with John 

Daniel.  

But here I notice that I have drifted into history’s evidentiary and narrative 

norms, and the TRC’s requirement for ‘forensic truth’ to verify my somewhat 

speculative reasoning.  In this last stretch of my concluding comments, I propose 

a return to the evidentiaries of violence and war but one that proceeds from my 

more recent itineraries through debates and rethinking of the forensic. This 

rethinking concerns both the status of the evidentiary claims of forensics, as well 

as a return to the notion of the forum posed in the Preface to this portfolio. This 

may provide new itineraries for subsequent research located in the TRC’s truth-

telling and seeking work.  

 

                                                      
51 In doing so the region acts as mere context. Here I am reminded of Gyanendra Pandey’s 
comment that  ‘[t]he "history" of violence is, therefore, almost always about context — about 
everything that happens around violence. The violence itself is taken as "known." Its contours 
and character are simply assumed; its forms need no investigation.’ Gyanendra Pandey, ‘In 
Defence of the Fragment: Writing about Hindu-Muslim Riots in India Today,’ Representations, 3, 
1992, p. 27. 
52 See  Introduction, p. 56-57. 
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Forensic History 

Having withdrawn from the work of the MPTT in 2008 and 2009, I began slowly 

returning to aspects of both TRC and MPTT research. Freed from forensic 

requirements, I began to engage more conceptually with issues arising from this 

research. Yet, as is evident across this portfolio, each time my fingers were on the 

keyboard the TRC’s security forces archives threatened to overwhelm the 

writing, as though I still had some responsibility to the record. Each time, when 

even the historian’s accomplice, the footnote, threatened to crowd out the text, I 

would ruthlessly have to shed much of the detail. Somewhat ironically, this 

insistence of the record — a textual account — arose from my encounter with 

materiality and the persistence of bodies to count and be counted. 

At the end of 2014, I became the grant-holder of a National Research Foundation 

project in Forensic History, working around the thematic of the history of 

missing persons during the TRC’s mandate period. I had not written the 

proposal53 and was largely motivated by its potential for graduate studies, and 

the capacity to develop an intellectual and research hub around missing persons 

and human remains in the history department. Ruefully contemplating a decision 

that placed me back in the heart of the ‘forensic,’ I decided ‘forensic’ could offer a 

route to a particular kind of research training,54 but that in the main, the project 

would work more conceptually around issues of the missing. I was already in a 

small reading programme together with three senior graduate students,55 

thinking through corporealities of the body, so this expanded and morphed into 

the Forensic History Reading Group.  

Two texts read in that group intervened in especially productive ways. Riedwaan 

Moosage brought our attention to Jenny Edkins’ work on missing persons, 

providing important political synergies as well as what would become core 

concepts of the reading group, and of graduate dissertations, namely, 

                                                      
53 The project was transferred to me following the resignation of the initial grantholder, 
Thembisa Waetjen, from the University of KwaZulu-Natal. 
54 Despite all my efforts, the ‘forensic turn’ seemed to capture successive students in a way that 
centred around the body and practices of exhumation and memorialisation. There has been little 
interest in counter-revolutionary warfare, except as context for disappearances. 
55 Aidan Erasmus, Riedwaan Moosage and Bianca van Laun. 
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‘missingness’56 and ‘the person-as-such.’57 Following our annual workshop at the 

end of 2015, we agreed that we could not merely ignore the problematic implied 

in the project’s title, ‘forensic history,’ and we decided to make this a focus of the 

reading group in 2016. Following this, in an internet search, I stumbled upon the 

Forensic Architecture58 and Eyal Weizman’s introduction to Forensis, providing 

both a new word and a reading with which to rethink and rework ‘forensic’ as 

well as potentially the TRC.59  

Inaugurated by the turn to materiality, and their encounter with ‘state violence, 

armed conflict and climate change,’60 Forensic Architecture asks for a different 

kind of engagement with the forensic. In responding to normative inscriptions of 

forensic, the agency made two moves. In the first move, Weizman observed how, 

in a time referred to as the ‘era of the witness,’61 the inanimate — human 

remains, sites, buildings — increasingly came to occupy a central place in 

tribunals and courtrooms. At the same time bodies, sites and buildings do not — 

however forensic science may wish to claim — speak for themselves, thus 

requiring mediators, placing interpretation and translation at the centre of the 

                                                      
56 Jenny Edkins uses the term but once in her introduction to Missing: Persons and Politics - see 
Jenny Edkins, Missing: Persons and Politics, New York: Cornell University Press, 2011, p.9. 
Riedwaan Moosage has worked extensively with this term. See Moosage, 'Missing-ness, History 
and Apartheid-Era-Disappearances.’  
57 By person-as-such, Edkins refers to an individuated subject who counts. She deploys the 
specific individuated person who is missing as a metaphor for the person-as-such is missing from 
contemporary forms of politics. However, she adds that ‘the person-as-such… is always the 
subject of a lack, never complete, always relational, never fully known, never “at home.”’ Edkins, 
Missing, p 11. 
58 Forensic Architecture describes itself as ‘an independent research agency based at Goldsmiths, 
University of London’ consisting of an ‘interdisciplinary team of investigator includ[ing] 
architects, scholars, artists, filmmakers, software developers, investigative journalists, 
archaeologists, lawyers, and scientists. The agency ‘undertake[s] historical and theoretical 
investigations  of the history and present status of forensic practices in articulating notions of 
public truth  of the history and present status of forensic practices in articulating notions of 
public truth,’ also providing ‘evidence  in political and legal forums, truth commissions, courts, 
and human rights reports.’ https://www.forensic-architecture.org accessed 10 June 2018. 
59 Forensic Architecture, Forensis. 
60 Eyal Weizman, Introduction, Forensis, p.1. 
61 Weizman, ‘Introduction,’ p. 21. On the 'era of the witness,’ see Anna Wieviorka, The Era of the 
Witness, Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 2006. Holocaust scholars Dori Laub and 
Shoshana Feldman use the term ‘the era of testimony’ to describe the closing decades of the 20th 
century – see Dori Laub and Shoshana Feldman, Testimony: The Crisis of Witnessing in Literature 
and Law, Oxford and New York: Routledge, 1992.  

https://www.forensic-architecture.org/
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forensic. Thus even as the range of ‘forensic’ widened,62 the need for mediants or 

interpreters inevitably instated the uncertainty and impossible slipperiness of 

trying to make certain, to fix and pin down.   

I do not read the burgeoning of these ‘material witnesses’ and their interpreters 

as necessarily seeking to replace the witness, nor to speak on her behalf. Instead 

it would seem possible that the work of mediation, of interpreting and 

presenting material evidence (the dead body, the object or physical traces) can 

maintain an ethics of not speaking for, or in place of, the person by producing her 

subjectivities. Nonetheless, its effect is to blur the categories of witness and 

mediant, of spoken and material evidence. In a conversation with Weizman, 

architectural historian Christopher Herscher likens the material witness to a 

Derridean supplement, suggesting that even as it adds to the testimony of the 

living witness, it simultaneously renders it incomplete. He concludes that ‘the 

introduction of the material witness doesn’t simply make available one more 

testifying object but also changes the nature of all testifying objects… The human 

witness… is now no longer able to testify as a verifying, conclusive authority. 

Now the testimony of the human witness invokes the material witness to verify 

what she says.’ 63   

The second key move that Forensic Architecture makes in reformulating the 

forensic is to recall the genealogy of forensic from its Latin root, forensis, 

instantiating a largely forgotten meaning, namely ‘pertaining to the forum’ or 

‘public.’ Yet it is precisely the instability of the forensic and the scientific that 

renders the forum as an inseparable part, a moment of adjudication and contest. 

However, if ‘forensic’ has normatively meant the presentation of physical and 

scientific evidence, which cannot be disputed, then ‘forum’ or ‘public’ has come 

to mean narrowly, a court of law.64 Merely re-instating the forgotten meaning of 

‘the forum’ is thus insufficient without at the same time re-spatialising it and 

                                                      
62Forensis, for example, details the forensic and aesthetic capacities of buildings; climate change 
is similarly given a forensic reading.  It is not only the target of forensic that is widened, but its 
medium too – theatre and other aesthetic forms.  
63 Eyal Weizman and Andrew Herscher, ‘Architecture, Violence, Evidence,’ Future Anterior: 
Journal of Historic Preservation, History, Theory, and Criticism, 8, 1 (2011), p.122. 
64 Weizman, Forensis, p1. 
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returning it to the public. In short, in drawing attention to the instability of the 

forensic, the Forensic Architecture Group also sought to dislodge the authority of 

the court as the absolute arbiter of liability and reliability.  

These moves opened the forensic to less predictable directions, freeing it from 

some of its more narrowly empirical modes of evidence. At the same time, as 

another of the Forensic Architecture group, Thomas Keenan, famously put it, this 

‘conflictual battleground…. [d]oes not take place because there is no truth, but 

rather because there is.’65 I understand this move as one that does not seek to 

reinstate an evidentiary sensibility, appropriately tempered by the ‘craft of the 

historian’ and her capacity to read with ‘a grain of salt.’ A ‘grain of salt’ would not 

have allowed us to read and determine cause of death (or agency) from the 

forensic evidence of the guerrilla bodies detonated by landmines.  Rather, the 

subsequent testimony of perpetrators a decade later enabled a re-reading of 

those incidents forensically. While the absence of this subsequent evidence 

would not have prevented the inscription of these guerrillas as heroes by the 

post-apartheid government, it would have prevented the TRC finding them to be 

victims of gross violations of human rights.66 As it was, the amnesty testimony 

allowed the TRC to move their deaths from guerrillas who accidentally blew 

themselves up, to victims, and to attach the names of certain perpetrators to 

what was then revealed to be murder. At the same time, neither testimony nor 

material traces allowed the TRC to know for certain the details of their torture, 

or how long it and the killing endured, nor whether, in one incident, Harold 

Sefolo sang the national anthem before being shocked to death, having witnessed 

his two fellow cadres’ electrocution, however much we may want to believe 

that.67  

                                                      
65 Thomas Keenan, ‘“Getting the Dead to Tell Me What Happened”: Justice, Prosopopoeia and 
Forensic Afterlives,’ Forensis, p.52 
66 In terms of humanitarian law, armed combatants killed in battle, or by their own hand, are not 
regarded as victims. 
67 Perpetrators testified that Harold Sefolo requested and was permitted to sing the national 
anthem before the second of his two fellow cadres was killed. This is cited in my own writing in 
the Report, as well as other writers. See TRC, Report, Volume Two, p. 239; Krog, Country of My 
Skull, p. 94.; Madeleine Fullard, Some Trace Remains (forthcoming) and is further immortalised in 
artist Judith Mason’s triptych titled The Woman Who Refused to Speak and The Man Who Sang, 
which hangs in South Africa’s Constitutional Court. I do not discount the veracity of this 
testimony but draw attention to the way in which amnesty applicants are widely regarded as 
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For history, the forensic proposes more than the availability of a new range of 

sources or of the gradual accretion of evidence over time — that notion of 

certain modes of history where there is a continuous gathering of evidence piece 

by piece, enabling the subsequent revision of historical narratives, so as to get 

ever closer to The Truth, a notion often used in defence of historical positivism. 

Rather, it instates forensic evidence as always already unstable, and having to be 

argued for, requiring a forum as a site for enquiry and dispute. More importantly, 

while committed to forms of forensic investigative work, Forensic Architecture 

escapes the logics of normative forensics (and by extension more positivist 

forms of history-writing) by its simultaneous commitment to ‘critical reflection 

on the terms by which contemporary forensic investigations… are currently 

undertaken.’68  This commitment to a ‘critical forensic practice’ in relation to 

‘both the production of evidence and the querying of the practices of evidence-

making’69 provides a different language to think the status of the evidentiary, and 

thus the obligation to the record. Further, as we discovered in the forensic 

reading group, we found that placing or resituating forensic material into wider 

public forums has its own effects: careful attention to the material body and its 

traces demands a reckoning with the counting of and accounting for each dead 

body, and the associated ethics and politics, to which this gives rise. 

The paper I presented to Legacies of Apartheid war, some of which has been 

included in this chapter, was written before my encounter with the forensic, and 

now requires some rethinking.  Following Weizman, who asks the same of 

forensic architecture, what does history do to the forensic and what does 

forensic do to history? In thinking the former, one of the striking features is 

history as a missing discipline in forensics and in the work of the Forensic 

Architecture: even when invoking the historical, history is not one of disciplines 

that emerge in this forensic discourse.70 In addressing Weizman’s challenge, if 

                                                      
lying until their testimony is associated with heroism. Mason’s The Woman Who Refused to Speak 
refers to Phila Portia Ndwandwe, who was similarly abducted and executed after refusing to 
become an informer. See TRC, Report, p.131.  
68 Weizman, ‘Introduction,’p.9.  
69 Weizman, ‘Introduction,’ p.12. 
70 For example, Weizman writes ‘Surveyors see buildings as matter undergoing complex 
processes of formation—as matter in formation, that is, as information. It is indeed in the 
material deformations and structural failures that micro and macro forces, political and historical 
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Forensic Architecture offered the spatialities, physics and microphysics of ‘field’ 

and ‘forum,’ then there is something about history’s relationship to temporality 

and the event that may prove productive to think with. What constitutes the 

forensic event, and what are its temporalities? When does the forensic come into 

being and what constitutes forensic time? Much has been written of the temporal 

effects of missing persons and the multiple times for those left behind, for whom 

time is said to freeze, but also passes inexorably. While the temporalities of 

violence prove notoriously slippery, and are hopelessly entangled with 

spatialities, even so, we may want to think how we render the temporalities of 

forensic ‘missingness’ historically.71  

If the TRC record has drawn attention to a spiral of violence, marked by an often 

intimate tango between security force and liberation movements, what pressure 

does this place on history’s notions of the event, its temporalities and causalities? 

How do we think the temporalities of structural and political violence outside of 

cause and effect? Would the effect of asking such questions, ‘undo some of their 

respective authorities,’ as Weizman argues for architecture?72  

I have no immediate answer to these questions. However, thinking the forensic 

spatialities and temporalities of counter-revolutionary warfare may provide a 

more productive way than context or causality in addressing the difficulty of 

relocating the war inside South Africa. Here one route would be to pay more 

attention to the materiality of the environment, and the geospatialities of 

counter-revolutionary warfare, which required relocating war from rural to a 

dominantly urban frontline. As Saskia Sassen argues, ‘killing civilians in a city is a 

different type of horror from killing people - far more people - in the jungle and 

                                                      
processes might reveal themselves,’ Weizman, ‘Introduction,’ p.8. Similarly, his discussion of the 
forensic reading of a crack in a building following a bombing, which extends to cracks in the skull 
following a shooting, to the crack in the walls of a garment industry sweatshop, ultimately 
collapsing the building and resulting in more than 1000 dead, and finally the cracks in the walls 
of Palestinian homes as a result of Israeli archaeologists burrowing underneath their village is 
deeply historical. Weizman, ‘Introduction,’ pp. 16-18. 
71 Although not working forensically, the historian Berber Bevernage’s work is important here, 
Berber Bevernage, History, Memory and State-Sponsored Violence: Time and Justice, New York: 
Routledge, 2012. 
72 Weizman suggests that forensic ‘intensifies…the investigative capacity’ of architecture, and 
turns it into a mode of public address. Weizman, ‘Introduction,’ p.19. But has history not always 
been a mode of public and political address, a forum in itself?  



Conclusions and Future Itineraries 

 

 331 

 

in villages.’73 Sassen’s “jungles” and villages approximate the terrains of the 

‘border wars,’ most especially in northern Namibia and southern Angola, replete 

with its ‘wide open spaces’ (although largely outside of the rainy season) and the 

viewpoint from the elevated view from buffels, hippos, ratels74 and casspirs.75 

Although widely used in townships in South Africa during the 1980s, these 

armoured vehicles afforded far less visibility, and if the township was free of 

landmines, the dense and narrow township roads exposed other 

vulnerabilities.76 

More than this, while security strategy always aimed at shoring up an eroding 

‘cordon sanitaire,’ internal political activity would more accurately be 

represented as an implosion of inside and outside, followed by a massive 

proliferation of borders. While tried, tested and battle-hardened Koevoet and 

SADF military and intelligence personnel could be deployed internally as they 

were on a significant scale, the ability to translate the war inside these 

proliferating borders eluded them, with the exception of KwaZulu and Natal. The 

city — or in the case of South Africa — the townships could not be pulverised, 

nor importantly could what was happening there be concealed. Not all townships 

could be sequestered, and there was far more open access to those classified as 

‘coloured’ and ‘indian’ areas, as well as more middle-class sections of townships 

such as Soweto, making invisibility impossible. To crush resistance completely 

would have required a degree of force that the apartheid state seemingly could 

                                                      
73 While Sassen refers particularly to states or ‘powers that be,’ I note that during South Africa’s 
transition in the 1990s, more people were killed in South Africa’s largest city, Johannesburg, and 
its environs, than in rural KZN. Gary Kynoch cites a figure of 4 000 for local townships on the East 
Rand, while the HRC suggests a figure of 6 803 for Gauteng. Gary Kynoch, ‘Reassessing  Transition 
Violence: Voices from South Africa’s Township Wars,’ African Affairs, 112, 447 (2013), p. 291, 
fn.24; HRC,  A Crime Against Humanity, p. 163. Also see Weizman: ‘In a time when most people 
dying in armed conflicts die inside buildings, the city can no longer be considered merely the 
location of war, but rather should be understood as the apparatus with which warfare is 
conducted.’ Weizman, ‘Introduction,’ p16. 
74 Here the mythic wild space of the ‘border’ is transferred to armoured vehicles - buffaloes, 
hippotomi and badgers, all regarded as particularly intrepid and fierce.  
75 A transport vehicle for troops or riot police, said to be mine- and ambush-proof.  
76 They were not entirely invincible, and in at least one incident I recall, protesters ambushed an 
armoured vehicle.  In other cases, Casspirs were used as weapons: one corroborated TRC case 
concerned four people who were killed in Rustenberg on 28 November 1985 when a Casspir was 
used to crush a home in which an alleged MK suspect was sheltering (TRC HRV Statement, 
JB00385/03NW). Similarly, in Motherwell, Port Elizabeth, an MK suspect and a woman were 
killed when a Casspir crushed a shack on 7 July 1987, E.P. Herald, 8 July 1987. 
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not risk, returning us to the limit of apartheid necropolitics: seemingly neither 

racism nor anti-communism was able to produce an absolute enemy available 

for elimination, nor with some exception,77 was it able to erase the human when 

it did kill. 

This is a project that requires further research and a re-reading of the TRC’s 

security force archives.  One effect of such research may additionally provide a 

different route to thinking of the TRC’s encounter with forensic truth, and its 

evidentiary paradigms, which I discussed in Chapter One.  More than the 

evidentiary, forensis opens the possibility of rethinking truth commissions as 

themselves constituting forums. In thinking of them as such, it may be possible to 

move away from the seemingly clear distinctions between critique and counter-

critique, which have provided comforting critical analyses we can grasp, but have 

avoided the slipperiness of the contested, the multiple and the uncertain.  As 

suggested earlier, reading the TRC through Ashforth, or through particular 

interpretations of Marxism, or through genealogies of its essential concepts, 

produces the TRC as the handmaiden to the post-apartheid state, and/or as mere 

repetition, making the transition to neo-liberal state an inevitability.  

To place a disputatious forum at the centre of the TRC would still hold politics 

and power at its centre but in a way that may suggest less clear and stable 

trajectories. Here, I find a resonance in the Forensic Architecture group’s 

understanding of the forum as ‘a gathering of political collectives’ and to their 

commitments to forensics’  ‘potential as a political practice,’78 just as I find 

resonance with Jenny Edkins’ ‘person-as -such’ as a commitment to a politics of 

every person counting to counter contemporary forms of biopolitics and 

governmentalities that produce and sustain millions as ‘the part of those who 

have no part.’79  

                                                      
77 While even bodies burnt to ashes left identifiable human fragments, in at least two incidents, 
security police claimed they had disposed of the bodies in crocodile-infested rivers, or repeatedly 
detonated the bodies. See Chapter Five, pp. 223-225. 
78 Weizman, ‘Introduction,’ p. 9. 
79 Although Edkins does not herself use this phrase, her formulations are strongly influenced by 
Rancière. See Jacques Rancière, Dissensus: On Politics and Aesthetics, New York: Continuum 
International Publishing Group, 2010, p.12. 
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I do not intend to suggest forensis as a panacea. Indeed at times Forensic 

Architecture narrows in its reproduction of binary forms of thinking: where the 

forensic has dominantly been associated with states, Weizman and Keenan 

propose a counter-forensic move. While courts (and thus the forensic) have 

frequently upheld state terror, or economic and environmental depredation, they 

argue against an abandonment of forensics. Instead they call for its 

intensification. Such an intensification would take the form of counter-forensic 

work, and where necessary, creating new forums to arbitrate such evidence.  

Yet both the TRC and some of the cases discussed in previous chapters suggest 

that the categories of forensic and counter-forensic are themselves slurried. 

Keenan, following Sekula, draws a distinction between the official meaning of 

counter-forensic, in which perpetrators take ‘active countermeasures, to 

preemptively impede… future production of evidence’80 – as for example, when 

Northern Transvaal security police disappeared, tortured, killed and re-staged 

bodies in a counter-revolutionary war.’ Instead the intent is to create what may 

be called a ‘counter-forensics for justice’ – i.e. to use forensic techniques to hold 

perpetrators to account.   Yet, it may not always be as easy to distinguish the two: 

how do we classify a policeman who surreptitiously keeps a record of Koevoet 

‘kills’ and provides these to the TRC, or an intelligence service that exposes the 

involvement of the military or police in violence, in order to strengthen its own 

hand? 

Along the same line of argument, in the case of the TRC, it is possible to argue 

that it was an institution created by the state, and thus official. Yet its attempts to 

record the abuses of the apartheid security forces are both forensic (being of the 

state) and yet counter-forensic in Sekula and Keenan’s sense of this term (in its 

intentions). Indeed, the creation of a truth commission as opposed to simply 

enacting an amnesty process, as a form of accounting for, and holding to account, 

recalled a commitment to the liberation struggle and its tortured, injured, and 

dead. In certain respects this lodges at the very heart of the TRC project, an 

imagined counter-state of the liberation era, one against which the violence of 

                                                      
80 Keenan, ‘Counter Forensics and Photography,’ p. 68. 
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the apartheid state would be called to account. Yet this impulse cohabits, and is 

sometimes imbricated with, the projects of reconciliation, nation-building and 

the desire to ‘close the books on the past.’81  

If the actual outcomes of this commitment have been crushingly disappointing, I 

understand this to demonstrate that earlier pledges to ethics, political and 

critical practice may not be sufficient to guarantee an outcome that works 

outside the logics of a more normative politics.  Nonetheless, the actual outcomes 

have also, as I have argued, enabled forms of refusal and a ‘politics of pain,’ which 

I associate with certain strands of contemporary oppositional politics, a politics 

that both energises and enervates. Indeed to return to a counter-revolutionary 

analogy, just as the Northern Transvaal security police were able to turn bodies 

of combatants into weapons of war against their own comrades, Weizman has 

also written powerfully of Israeli ‘soldier architects’ who, having read Deleuze 

and Guattari, deploy the ‘very same tools through which forms of oppositional 

critique have themselves frequently been articulated.’82  These examples ask for 

us to pay less attention to framing and more heed to the slipperiness of theories, 

ideas and practice as they move through the world.   

There are no guarantees. 

                                                      
81 This notion is attributed to Desmond Tutu - see Meiring, Chronicles of the Truth Commission, p. 
11; Mark Colvin interview with Desmond Tutu, http://www.abc.net.au/pm/stories/s69100.htm 
accessed 29 April 2018). However, it reflects a wider view, which has frequently been used as a 
means of formulating the TRC’s role as nationalism’s handmaiden.  
82 Eyal Weizman, ‘Walking through walls: Soldiers as architects in the Israeli–Palestinian conflict,’ 
Radical Philosophy, 136, 2006.  
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Summary 

 

This manuscript draws on the work and archives of the TRC. Turning away from 

the dominant TRC literature which centres on questions of reconciliation and 

nation-building, it turns to what may be called the ‘truth seeking’ aspect of its 

mandate, an aspect that as argued in the Introduction and the Chapters 1-3 

dominated the actual day to day work of the TRC. The Introduction argues that 

the TRC archive, which undergirds the entire manuscript in one way or another, 

was constituted in the peculiar temporality the author calls ‘TRC time,’ one that 

generated — or provided access to — massive archival holdings, but was also 

constrained by the very conditions of ‘TRC time.’ In particular, the Introduction 

and Chapter 1 focus on the constitution the TRC’s security force archive, and the 

technologies of reading that made and now make these archives legible. These 

processes, in which the author was directly implicated, were central to 

authorising the TRC’s ‘truths’ and to constituting a ground upon which 

deniability would founder.  

Chapters 2 and 3 provide a wider introduction to the response by historically-

minded scholars on the TRC, which emerged in its wake and which has 

continued to frame scholarly debates on the TRC inside South Africa. While not 

uncritical of the TRC, the author argues against the common representation of 

the TRC as a singular institution exclusively centred on issues of reconciliation 

and nation-building. Against this she instates a disputatious institution in which 

the day to day work was driven by the truth-seeking part of its mandate. The 

primary concern of this part of the TRC work was directed towards establishing 

a record of gross violations of human rights (as defined in the TRC’s mandate) 

and to determine accountability for such abuse.  

Chapters 4-6 turns to a specific strand of TRC research and investigation, in 

which the author was involved, namely that focused on the apartheid security 

forces and intelligence services. These chapters re-read the TRC security 

archives, focusing on a very particular period, namely 1985-1989, in which the 

state adopted a policy of counter-revolutionary warfare. In doing so, the 
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apartheid state deployed a strategy already unleashed on the southern African 

region in an attempt to keep liberation armies beyond the borders of South 

Africa. Departing from the TRC’s interpretation, these chapters argue that the 

inability to fully unleash this strategy, as is especially evident in the tactic of 

disappearing political opponents, suggests that the shift to counter-revolutionary 

warfare, rather than demonstrating the power of apartheid state, makes visible 

its limits. This perspective also contests public and scholarly accounts of this 

period, as well as questions the forms of post-apartheid memorialisation, which 

rest on an inflation of political violence associated with this period and in so 

doing occlude the daily horror of apartheid policies and practices. Heroic forms 

of memorialisation, however, as Chapter 7 argues, are not merely driven by a 

state seeking to legitimate its rule, but emerge through multiple agencies, which 

also complicate narratives of nation-building and nationalism. 

In concluding, the author returns to the question of the TRC security archives 

and discusses the implications of counter-revolutionary warfare’s limits. In 

dealing with the conundrum of the limit, she argues that the war did not ‘come 

home’ in the way it has been imagined; rather it was always the southern African 

region that bore the brunt of this war.  She further suggests that this return to, 

and re-reading of the archives of the TRC, in a mode less concerned with fixing it 

in its reconciliatory guise, may open new and productive readings. Such readings 

of its truth-telling work may further recalibrate the possibilities and limits of 

truth commissions themselves.   

 

 

 
 


