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Abstract. Whtie much of the academic work on the Truth and Reconcineuon 
Comtmssion I TRC! has been broadly consttucuomst ,n character such work typically 
draws a line around the physical and bistonce' reality of abuse In this article we 
consider the key elements necessary to a thorough-going consuucuorust readmg of 
TRC survivor narratives Read from a top-down perspective. survivor narratives are the 
product of the legal political religious and media discourses that went into the mekmc 
of the TRC Read from a bottom-up perspective survivor narratives .nvotve the 
recursive construction of a self able to reflect on itself as the subiect of a human nghts 
abuse 

WHEREDOESTHEBLOODCOMEFROM? 
'The pieces of the Jigsaw puzzle have been taken out of the box and shaken up Now 
they need to be put together to create a picture In which all will be able to see 
themselves reflected (Burton 1998 24) 

'The chief of the section that typed the transcripts of the hearings told me As you type 
you don t know you are crying until you feel and see the tears fall111g on your hands 
(Desmond Tutu from the foreword to the TRCs Final Report 19981 

Tasked with drawing up a comprehensive account of human rights abuses durirg 
apartheid rule the South African Truth and Reconcrhatron Commission I TRC I compiled 
a vast archive of documentary and oral evidence At the centre of this archive 1s tne 
testimony gIv<>•1 by survivors stories of persecution torture and abuse that In trierr 
gruesome directness 111v1te denotative readings that Is as mdex.ca. of e,Pnts that 
really happened Such readings require careful cross checking of surv.vor s tesnmon-es 
against each other and Against other sources of evidence I such as perpetrators 
confessions) a task taken on with varying degrees of success by the TRCs 



mvesnqat.ve unit (Burton 1 %BJ I ho !RC s Final Report ( 1998) 1s accordingly replete 
with factual findings such as the following 

THE COMMISSION FINDS rHAT THE ASSAULTS AND MUTILATION OF THE 
BROTHERS PETER AND PHILLIP MAKHANDA TOOK PLACE IN rHE BACK 
ROOMS OF THE MANDELA HOUSE IN ORLANDO WEST IN MAY 1987 AND THAT 
MEMBERS OF THE MUFC PARTICIPATED IN THE ASSAULT AND/OR 
MUTILATION (TRC 1998 capitahzauon In original) 

While the TRC archive Is In the first place a catalogue of human rights abuses during 
the apartnerd years and thus requires werqhmq of evidence to arrive at such 
statements of fact 1t will also rnevrtably attract very different constructionist 
readings This Is so for two reasons First. because the TRC process was exphcnly 
concerned not only with uncovering what had happened in the past but also with drnng 
1t In such a way as to produce certain effects 1n partrcuiar to bring about national 
reconcrtratror Second because the TRC textual corpus enters the public domain at a 
time when the pertorrnatrve powers of te.>'ts their capacity to fabricate consensual 
reairtres to themselves become mdrstrnqursnable from the real - have become central 
to both academic and popular sensibrlrtres In academia this 1s evident In the 
prominence of post-structuralist post modern and constructionist work while In 
popular culture 1t Is reflected for example 1n movies such as The Truman Show. Wag 
the dog and The Matrix that problernatise the drstinction between representation and 
what Is being represented 

Constructiomst readings do not interrogate texts as (more or less) accurate reflections 
of what lies outside the text but ask how texts operate to manufacture what appears to 
be an outside and thus such readings could be accused of reducing the world of 
physical bodies natural laws and rustor.cal events to a product of social discourses 
and practices rather than accepting the world of facts as the bedrock on which 
discourses and practices rest This Is clearly a useful tactic In denaturalrsmq taken for 
granted social facts such as the mevrtabtlrty of screntrtic progress social arrangements 
based on notions of .ndrvidual agency racial and gender differences and so on but 
becomes problematic when applied to ethically loaded phenomena In which the 
fact1c1ty beyond what may be thought of as a discursive gloss of what really happened 
Is at issue Examples include the question of false memory syndrome' In child sex 
abuse (cf Berliner & Loftus 19921 the holocaust (cf Cohen 19921 and now the Tl<C 

Is It possible to produce a constructionist reading of TRC transcripts (as constructing 
versions of reahty) while at the same time acknowledging the actuality and the 1n1ust1ce 
of the events spoken of? While much of the academic work on the TRC has been 
broadly constructionist ,n character such work typically draws a line around the 
physical and historical reality of abuse A frequent point of focus 1s that of healing with 
the therapeutic nature and consequences of different rnodautres of remembering 
h1ghl1ghted (e g Crucuecue 1997 De la Rey & Owens. 1998 Harnber 19'.-!8 Hayes 
19981 the assumption being that at the very least remembered events attain a certarn 
reality through the physical and mental symptoms In which they have become 
inscribed In some cases the tension between remembering versus creating truth Is 
explrcrtly discussed (e g GobocoMacn- 1zela 1995 Hamber 1998 Humphrey FJCJB I 



but always without crossing a certain mvisrble line that would entail d1rect1y ouesucn.no 
the truth status of survivors's testimonies Even the thorough-going constructionist 
analysis of TRC texts by Hook and Hams (1n press) preserves a space for the real to 
make an appearance from outside the realm of representation In this case through the 
affective force exerted by TRC texts as they overspill the boundaries of the discursrve 
order Similarly Tobias s (1999) critique of the idea of truth and reconcihation as 
attainable through linqurst«: closure nevertheless allows an extradrscu-s.ve reality In 
through the back door of fragmentary evocative and lyrical language such as that 
found In Antjie Krog s ( 1998) Country of my skull 

In this article we consider the advent of the real !Hook & Hams In press: not In the 
many parasrtic texts that have emerged around the TRC but In the vict.rr hearing 
transcripts themselves Our aim Is to provide an overview of the salient issues that any 
constructionist reading of the transcripts would have to consider while also exploring 
the limits of constructionist analysis that is to establish 1f constcuct.orusrn Is 
pragmatically and ethically sustainable In relation to the transcripts without recourse to 
some non-discursrve surplus of authentrcrty We approach the transcripts from two 
vantage points A top-down reading of the various structural mechanisms «nscourses 
mstitutions and practices) that shaped and produced the transcripts and a bottom-up 
reading of the narratives of bodily violence at the heart of the transcripts 

THE TRC AS A MACHINERY OF PRODUCTION. 
As its title .mpues. the TRC was conceived as a process both of uncovering the truth 
and of bnnqrnq about social change ( e g Hamber 1998) Not only was truth-recovery 
thus from the outset quahfred by the demands of reconcrtratron but the nature of the 
truth to be recovered was conceptualised as involvmq more than purely factual matters 
The Final Report (TRC 1998) speaks of four notions of truth Forensic truth which Is 
concerned with establishmq facts about events (what happened to whom where when 
and how) and their causes personal or narrative truth which gives meaning tc 
indrviduals multi-layered experiences provides msiqhts into pain and creates 
opportunities for recovery societ or dialogue truth which is the truth of experience 
established by mteraction discussion and debate and hea/ing or restorative truth 
which mvo.ves reparation the restoration of dignity and acknowIedgement that 
mdrviduals s oarn Is real 

Atthouqt: th,; finer nuances of sucn o.strnctrons may not always be clear [Pose! 199\) 
12) calls It ,i very wobbly poorly constructed conceptual grid ] their overall import Is to 
shift truth away from a drsrnterested account of what really happened to an element 
In social processes such as msioht rcconc.hat.on and healing Truth and recor-c.l.ation 
Is understandably much conflated In TRC discourse with both recruited into an 
aqenoa of restoring a lost wnolen=ss 1 he pieces need to be reassembled tc cve 
shape to ttie onqrnal vase Hie br okr-n pieces of the relauoostup need to he 
rcassemblPrc IArends0 I 'fl 1 ;- 

Tho broad rhotorrcal manoeuvres 111 wh1d1 truth and reco11c1l,at1or~ are made 
interdependent (and t11ese c:oulrJ 'Jf course be analysed n rr1ucr1 grPcl'.f" deta,' t"13'' .-.e 
have done here) form thr: 1110s1 qem,ral cJ1scurs1vc back.grour1d acam-: ,vtw:h 1t10 '.'u'.11 
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of md.vrcua: survivor narratives should tJP- traced Survivor nar ranves did not anse 
spontaneously but were spoken .nto a space opened up by the constructions of truth 
and reconcrliat.on that went into the makinCJ of the TRC In addition to this narratrves 
should be read as hav1r1g been conou.oneo by Hie mst.tutronal arrangements and 
practices of the TRC 

INSTITUTIONAL BACKGROUND. 
The TRC was In the first place a legal instrument (as defined In the National Umty and 
Reconcltuiuon Act) designed to facilitate the consututional transformation of the South 
African state Although the legal aspect of the Cornmissron was particularly prominent 
In relation to the granting of amnesty to perpetrators (who were cross-examined to 
establish 1f their applrcatrons met certain strictly defined criteria) It also helped to 
establish the tenor of what couro be said at vicnrn hearings 'Statements were for 
example taken from survivors they were sworn In and there was a degree of cross 
examination (although not explrcitlv presented as such) Because the Cornrrussion was 
legally tasked with uncovering the truth about gross human rights abuses In South 
Africa s past between March 1960 and December 1993 testrrnorues concerning · lesser" 
abuses (relating for example to pass laws) or abuses committed before or after these 
dates were not heard 

Second these legal structures and procedures existed witrun the larger potiticet frame 
of racial tolerance and compromise that regulated the transfer of power to a democratic 
order The pane: appointed by President Mandela to select comrrussioners was 
rnultrracral and represented major polrtrcal parties two ecumerncal church leaders a 
trade uruornst and two human rights lawyers The seventeen comrrussroners eventually 
selected by this panel hkewise represented various ethruc pol.treat and gender groups 
Thus over and above what survivor s exphcrtly stated In their testrmorues simply by 
part.c.pat.nq In this process they were to some extent ahqrunq themselves with the 
pohtics of reconcrhatron Had the TRC operated In a pouncal context ernphasizmq 
restorative economic justice (as called for by Crorun 1999/ rather than racial 
reconcuratron we can be sure that a very different set of survivor transcripts would 
have been the result 

Third the TRC s work clearly occurred withrn a tneotoq.ce! frame as exernphfred In the 
numerous reuqious and quas.-relrqrous utterances and rnterventrons of its chairperson 
Archbishop Desmond Tutu Thus the Cnnstran doctrine of forgiveness was continually 
invoked together with other rehqious values such as the importance of commurnty and 
the sanctity of the truth 

Finally the TRC was In large measure a media event - with the narratives of survivors 
and perpetrators broadcast on a daily basis to millions of South Africans via television 
radio and newspapers Radio broadcasts delivered reports In eleven South African 
languages and ten percent of the hearings were aired on televis.on (C;rayb1II 19CJ8i 
For many the lasting .mpression of the TRC will be of media spectacles such as 
perpetrators demonstrating their torture methods high profile pohtrcrans denying 
involvement and - above all - survivors overcome by the emotion of their own tell1nq 



As an mstrtution operating In the pout.cal rel1g1ous legal and media spheres the TRC 
was an instrument of the modern technocratic state and therefore mteiliqible from 
within a global culture dominated by Europe and America. rather than from w.trun an 
indiqsnous African culture Although the word · ubuntu crops up from time to time In 
transcripts and In the Final Report and political and other songs of local siqruficance 
were sung at some hearings African rituals and African languages were very much 
secondary as (despite leqrslatron to the contrary) they are In most government 
structures Survivors were encouraged to give testimony In their first language with 
simultaneous translation to other languages but transcripts were made of the English 
translations only Many of the finer nuances of what was said were no doubt thus lost In 
the English transcripts a factor that should be taken into account in any reading of the 
transcripts whether from a factual or a constructionist perspective From a 
constructionist perspective however the issue of translation Is more complex as the 
Englishness of proceedings was In any case .rnprmtec on everything said at the 
hearings. with the option of speaking In an African language not necessarily tacunat.nc 
a more direct expression of lived experience but rather in some ways crsacvantaqrno 
mdivicuals who chose to speak an African language In what remained an essennalry 
English environment 

ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURES AND PRACTICES. 
Despite numerous organisational glitches I Shea 1999 gives the TRC a Cvrrunus fo, 
adrrurustratioru one of the most remarkable features of the TRC process Is the degree 
to which these broad political ethical Juridical and media projects were translated into 
organisational practice The Cornrrussron received more than 20 000 statements In 
respect of almost 40 000 gross human rights abuses showcased approximately 1 0% of 
these In public hearings (mainly mdividual stories but also statements by pohtrcal 
parties and other special interest groups) and produced a 2 700 page report To 
achieve this a head office was set up In Cape Town with regional offices In East 
London Durban and Johannesb.ro and an Amnesty Committee Reparation and 
Rehabrhtatron Committee and Human Rights Committee were formed The 
Commissions budget amounted to approximately R200 million the bulk of which was 
spent on salaries for its approximately 400 staff arranged In a massive network of 
structures such as research and mvestrqauve units legal consultatror tacrlitres various 
committees and psychological counselling services (these structures are reviewed In 
Volume 1 of the Final Report TRC 19981 

Statements from survivors were 1nv1ted through the media and fac1'1t1es set up Ic, rn;wy 
outlying areas for these to be recorded on cl statement form Although statemert-takers 
were trained to tlP. sonsmvo and sympathetic: the practice of recording statements on 
behalf of a state msntutron on a pre designed format mevrtablv m.rrucs the well 
established pr act«:e of statement-ta~1nq wh1cr1 Is the domain of tt1e pohcornan and 
silences the kinds of associauons that may occur 111 a more informal or communal story 
tellrnq onvrr onment r~ef,,renc:e to mtorrnauon p1r;v101Jsly provided to staternent-ta- er s ·s 
common 111 vicnm heannq transcripts with the statement at times appear.no to take 0•1 
the status of a 1rnm<iat,onill document to whwh what Is said at tr1e heawig ,s secondar , 



Each statement was assessed to establish 1f It met the Comrrusston s cntena for gross 
human rights abuses and a representative sample of approximately 2000 witnesses 
mvrred to testify In public This process of selection Is clearly highly contestable The 
Final Report iTRC 1998J rrnphes that public hearings were strictly representative of 
the larger sample of statements In terms of objective character.strcs such as age race. 
gender region and type of v.olation but the process can also be seen as a more active 
managing of the TRCs media profile Posel (1999 15) for example calls It a careful 
pohtical balancing act" In addrtron to attempts to be objectively representative and to 
satisfy particular politrcal constituencres stories were in all lrkelmood also included 
because they were coherent (cf Tobias. 1999) sufficiently 'serious· and made tangible 
a history that In the view of those drnng the selection might otherwise have been 
neglected In terms of mterpret.nq the survivor narratives now contained In the TRC 
archive the srqruficance of the selection process Is that the material finally available for 
analysis Is already overtly sifted shaped and constructed In particular ways 

The ways In which stories were grouped together also impacted on the nature of the 
stories eventually told The Commission appears to have operated mainly In 'rustoncai­ 
qeoqrapn.ca: · mode In that testimonies were grouped together on the basis of having 
happened In particular locales at particular times This probably did help to connect 
mdivrdual trauma to its wider context In communities and historical periods and to build 
broader polrncal narratives wrtrun which particular ind1v1duals stories could fit By the 
same token however. other possible meanings were made to recede. such as for 
example the comrnonannes between geographically distant people who suffered srrrular 
kinds of v.orat.ons or .ruuries 

ON THE DAY OF THE HEARING. 
The organisational machinery of the T RC having run its course ( statements having 
been taken and evaluated and a few selected and grouped together for oral 
presentation) the day of the v.curn hearing finally arrives 

The camera lights shine down on a stage decked in white draped tables and flowers 
Palm trees line the front of the stage It could be a wedding setting except for the 
national flags the Truth and Reconcrhation Cornrrussion banners and boxes of tissues 
centred on the table A person usually a woman sits facing a panel of cornrrussioner s 
Perhaps she ,s accompanied by a friend or a child or a husband Sometimes she Is 
alone A community briefer comforts ner when words choke her and she weeps She 
tells a story of loss and pain and suffering The cornrrussroners listen nodding In 
sympathy They ask questions After ten or twenty minutes the woman steps down from 
the stage her story told It will enter the official records of the Truth and Reconc.hatron 
Cornrrnss.on as a set of data that contributes to the establishment of as complete a 
picture as possible of the nature causes and extent of gross violatrons of human r1gf1ts 
committed during the period from March 1 1960 to the cut-off date (Ross 1997 7) 

TRC vrct.rn hearings were designed to be maximally survivor friendly Tr11s mctudeo 
prior preparation of survivors simultaneous translation facihtres frequent expressions 
: part,cularly before and after each oral suor-ussron I regarding the importance ,md val,11_· 
11 



of survivors testimony and attempts to treat emotional displays with tact anc 
sympathy We have shown how the opportunity for speech afforded survivors was 
condmoned by a colossal machinery of knowledge production and to an extent the 
survivor friendly nature of the hearings can be seen as an attempt to balance this 
seemingly overwhelming force 

Ironically however. the entire mass of TRC discourse and mst.tutrcnai practice which 
must indeed appear intirnidatmq to the survivor as she seats herself 1n front of the 
cornrrussioners and prepares to speak 1s simultaneously entirely dependent on the 
authenticity and spontaneity of what she 1s about to say Every effort 1s therefore made 
to ensure that nothing will impede the free and clear expression of her testimony The 
sound equipment 1s checked translators and transcribers are ready to capture her 
every word and a TRC-appo1nted briefer or family member 1s seated next to her for 
emotional support The chairperson welcomes her. mtrocuctrons are made there 1s a 
brief explanation of proceedings she 1s sworn 1n and finally one of the cornrrussroners 
proceeds to gently 'lead her through her evidence When she has t.rusheo with her 
story questions are asked by the panel to clarify mformation to show sympathy with 
her as victrrn and survivor. and to determine specitrc needs which she may have as a 
result of the violation Finally appreciatron 1s expressed for her partc rpat.on 

At the centre of all this actrvrty 1s the survivors story and at the centre of her story 1s 
the moment of the actual violation Although she provides some biopraphical 
information. outlines the events that led up to the vrolation. and may say a few words 
about her life 1n its aftermath the primary focus always appears to be on the me.dent 
a word that occurs again and again 1n transcripts and 1n the Final Report It ,s this 
incident which the survivor 1s required to speak which the audience has come to hear 
and which will be turned into a soundbrte for radio and televrsicn This 1s the or.stme 
moment of authentic. first-hand testimony around which the entire apparatus of the 
TRC revolves 

From a constructionist perspective such evocations of authent.crty are of course 
essentially circular Society sets up conditrons to make particular kinds of utterances 
possible And then treats these utterances as discoveries rather than social products 
the only difference 1n the case of the TRC being that 1t 1s a novel social mstitut.on so 
that the particular combination of mechanisms through which 1t mcites ano then records 
discourse Are still somewhat untarn.har 

THE PAINFUL TRUTH. 
One of the character1st1c rarthouor- not unique) features of the TRC discursive 
complex 1s that at its core 1t 1s concerned with 1nc1t1ng talk about the precise rromer-t 
when a qoss human r1gr1ts violatron occurred and about the resultant physical and 
psychic pain Interestingly pain 1s conventionally presented as a silencer of language 
an ultunato 1eef against which all language runs Aground 
'Not only 1s pain resistant to language but 1t destroys language ,,set As pa,11 
1ntens1f1es language becomes s.mpter until 1t disappears first our sentences srm:ik to 
single wor,Js our words become Nh1spers then screams cries :ind crur ts The 



process Is a regression through all the stages of language development back to the 
state of being preverbal ·· ( Spitz 1989 11) 

It Is perhaps because of this supposed capacity of pain to obliterate language that so 
much attention Is focused In media and academic drscussions about the TRC on 
moments of emotional breakdown when words fall us" Again and again the tears that 
flowed at TRC hearings are celebrated as a sign of some unspeakable truth that 
literally goes beyond words or pointedly dismissed as crocodile tears" put on for the 
benefit of the cameras 

Yet although survivors were frequently (and perpetrators occasionally) "overcome with 
emotion the transcripts do not betray a language that struggles to find utterance. about 
to revert (as Spitz would have 11) to the 'preverba!' Rather we find complex multi­ 
faceted constructions crafted with the most careful attention to detail and narrative 
structure - setting the scene, gradually building up the tension. and then finally arriving 
at the climactic moment when ·the mcident appears with cinematrc unmediacy 

They opened the door I saw him and he was pushed m a caravan. they said to me I 
must come closer to him As I was looking at him I saw him. he had changed I could 
not easliy identify him He was bruised on the face. The eyes were also closed and the 
Jaw was broken On the hands here you could see that it was btuised. As I was looking 
at the nose I saw the blood coming from the nose I looked at the leg and the leg was 
also swollen I felt very sorry I was actually touched As I was touched, the white 
policemen pushed me and I fell down I got mjured in one of my legs After that I did not 
know what happened I don't know actually I fainted I gamed my consciousness 
somewhere else. not near the place where the cops were I found myself now ,n 
another house and I saw a sister and then I said to myself where am I at the moment? 
When I looked at myself at my shoe I saw a lot of blood on my shoe, I was surpnsed 
where does the blood come from? It was because of the m1ury I sustained · (Gejane 
Pauline Mb1ba 5th September 1996. Case HRV1104 Nelspruit hearing) 
One could read a story such as this as a process of repeated and recursive taking 
distance from an embodied chronological reality In what Melucci ( 1996 18) describes 
as a metamorphosis of multiple and orsconnnuous emotions thoughts and modes of 
self coexistmq In different times succeeding one another. mtersectmq and overlapping 
In subjective experience Ms Mb1ba s story Is presented In the staccato sentences of 
unrnedrated factual reportage but clearly It Is about more than 'forensic truth' Forensic 
truth requires the production of a facsimile In the present of what happened In the past 
and indeed the story Is shot through with ooubl.nqs up of past and present but In ways 
that are entirely .roruc to the project of factual recall One Ms Mb1ba labours to square 
her recollection of the incrdent · with the contingent demands of a TRC vrctrrn hearing 
another likewise labours to recall her sons features and to reconcile them with what 
she now sees before her One conducts a lingering inspectron of each sign of abuse on 
his body another gestures towards her own body ( 'on the hands here you could see 
that ,t was brinseo"; as 1f It too had become Just a piece of flesh One notes the blood 
coming from her sons nose as evidence of what had befallen him another notes with 
surprise the blood on her own foot a third again interprets 11 for us as evidence of what 
must have happened to her body In her absence One Is touched by what she sees 

13 



another assures us of the actuality of this. another notes the simultaneity of the 
emotional and physical assault. another wakes up in strange place certain of nothing 

Although the story is intended as testimony to events that really happened 1t Is 
ironically also a recollection exactly of not being able to recollect - of having been In a 
time and place where ones self was not present It Is this characteristic of many TRC 
stories that eprtorruse both the radical constructedness and essential trutr- of what 
survivors have to say 
"Ttien this continued unt» I don t know when. then I reetiseo that in the process I had 
bumped against something hke a desk or a table Then I got reheveo I do not knov. 
what caused that Then I rea//sed I am m a room that 1s being used. what for I do not 
know because I bumped against the table Then I felt this should be my protection I do 
not want to move away from this table Then these two would move then this 
sjambokking would continue I realised during this process that I was no more No 
before that I had a pricking fee/mg on one of my toes. Somebody. I realised later had 
tramped on my naked foot with a heel because one of my small fingers here apparently 
had been fractured or something had happened because from there on I was moving 
sort of limping (Dennis Neer. 21st May 1996. Port Elizabeth Hearing) 
The world of the survivor story Is one In which knowing Is reduced to a sheer capacity 
to bump into things to feel pain It Is a world where the body itself becomes a thing so 
that it can surprise with post-hoc evidence of having had an existence In a time and 
place outside of conscious recollection But It Is also a world in which the temporal 
spatial and bodily dislocation of the self Is reduplicated in language to fabricate a new 
and purposeful coherence - simultaneously erasing and re-establishing the self In the 
act of speaking of a reausatron that I was no more· 

It Is tempting to think of the socially constructed nature of reality as a robotic acting OGt 
of certain fixed scripts - men performing the rituals prescribed by chauvinist discourses 
racists speakrnq the language of racial superiority workers hailed by iceoloqres of 
service - and to oppose to these dominant discourses some more innocent and less 
coherent mode of speech Foucault 1_1967 xiii for example speaks of stammered 
imperfect words without fixed syntax and of naive knowledges beneath the 
required level of cognition or screntmcity · I 1980 82 I offset against .rnplacat+e 
scienufic discourses In such a conception survivor narratives such as these are 
either over-determined by dominant discursrve structures or escape socra 
constructrorusm and speak truly through being 111 some way pre- or extra l1ngu•st1c 

We would argIJe that survivor narratives speak truth not to the extent .nat they operate 
outside the powers of discourse but 111 a subtle engagement w1tr trie discursive 
tensions that constitute tr1Ei mortem md.vidual The achievement of .ncrvroual 1der1t1ty ,r 
modernity Is not sunply a matter of taking on a static · subject pos.t.or but of engaging 
111 continuous .oposmonmo changes of perspective and reappraisal wt01le 
nevertheless pr=sentmq as an authentic witness of what realIy transpired 

Truthful witnesses are not so mucr1 opected to get their stores su acnt b"'t '.r 
display pr er.rs=!v Hie proper -J,,qre,, of incoherence reriu1red tc, "1 fiecnr :-ate tre 



authentic from the fake As 1n other mocerrust texts. the self 1n survivor narratives 1s 
multiply reflected and refracted 1n itself (doubles back. changes direction loses the 
thread of its story becomes incoherent) yet manages to fabricate for itself a larger 
coherence beyond the confines of its story so that we may have no doubt about its 
ultimate authorial integrity To the extent that TRC survivor narratives differ from more 
mundane confessions (a middle class client speaking to his therapist: a Job applicant 
completing a questronnaire) it 1s not that survivors speak 1n simpler language of more 
overt events but that the truth they speak of 1s based 1f anything on even more mtncate 
form of self-reflection 

CONCLUSION. 
The first aim of this paper to rdentrfy the salient issues that a constructionist reading of 
TRC survivor transcripts would have to consider require both a l1st1ng (such as that 
presented 1n the first part of the paper) of the various structures that constrained or 
enabled survivors 1n what they could say and (as was attempted 1n the second part) a 
consideration of how survivors constructed themselves. from moment to moment as 
speaking sobjects A satisfactory constructiorust account of TRC survivor transcripts 
would not however. attempt to resolve the dichotomy thus set up between 'structure 
and agenc{ for example by 'proving' that testrmomes were over-determined by their 
conditions of speaking (or alternately that they escaped all such determinism) Rather 
1t would seek to demonstrate how such problematics are played out 1n both the 
practices of the TRC and 1n our attempts to analyse them 

The second aim of the paper to explore the hrruts of constructrorusrn 1n relation to the 
TRC. 1s similarly premised on a particular modernist problematic Our impulse when 
confronted with abuses such as those perpetrated by agents of the apartheid state 1s 
to place them 1n a realm of absolute facticity and to set such facts against the fictional 
world of discourse Discourse then becomes an ephemeral abstraction floating above 
the real - either as comment about 'what really happened' or as linquisuc trace 
detectable 1n the speech of those who have been traumatised We would argue instead 
that contrary to what 1s .mphed 1n questions about the l1m1ts of discourse. the events 
survivors speak of and the fact of their speaking are neither brute facts nor rrnaqmary 
constructions but painful reahnes precisely because they were and are drscursively 
constructed 
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