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1. Introduction  

 

Along the outskirts of South Africa’s townships, the failure of the post-apartheid restoration 

process still shines bright. The country once heralded worldwide for its powerful truth-seeking 

process is now, to the local or visitor, a type example of reconciliation gone bad. Over 22 years 

have passed since the end of Apartheid, but the country is still characterized by the extensive 

racial segregation which the era embodied (Findley and Ogbu 2011). In the ‘Mother city’ of Cape 

Town, the luxurious city center is still a haven for the white elite, contrasted to the impoverished 

mainly black slums. The government has failed to attend to the needs of the victims of apartheid 

through what can only be described as sham programs to uphold the light of progress, based on a 

limited victim-oriented passage of the truth commission’s final report, whereas perpetrators 

could enjoy extensive recommendations for rehabilitation and reintegration.  

 

The South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission had all the fruitful circumstances to be 

a success, as concluded by renowned scholar Priscilla Hayner (Hayner 2011, 285 f) in her classic 

Unspeakable Truths. Amongst many other factors, it had a budget of $18 million a year, a staff of 

over 300, it had powers to subpoena, search and seizure, and a witness protection program. 

Moreover, it was able to capture the momentum of the transition to democracy by establishment 

within a year of the first democratic election (Bakiner 2016, 39). Indeed, it was an ambitious 

commission collecting over 21 000 statements, but its results are to many degrees questionable, as 

will be elaborated upon in this thesis. Comparatively, far less extensive truth commissions like the 

East Timorese has managed perfectly to address factors of non-repetition of the conflict and 

reparative measures for victims in its reports1.  

 

Theoretically derived from the peculiar case of South Africa, this paper aims to investigate the 

puzzle above. With a comparative qualitative study, it intends to examine why truth commissions 

with the best circumstances to flourish at times still fail to attend to the needs of its victims in the 

TRC recommendations, before contextual factors have had a chance to play part on the post-

commission stage. Creating inclusive recommendations in this matter is to be seen as one of four 

indicators of the potential for direct political impact, the one effect of a truth commission which 

can be directly correlated to the work of the commission, thus isolating alternative explanations 

of failed truth commission impact in the form of contextual factors that can demise even the 

                                                 
1 See Results for further elaboration 



 

 4 

most groundbreaking commission process. This thesis will argue that the source of variation is 

found in the establishing body of the truth commission, ultimately battling a question of bias in 

the drafting of commission mandates which permeates the whole truth commission process. 

More specifically, it will inquire into the effect of an international body establishing the truth 

commission, as opposed to a national government. With a combination of a structured focused 

comparison and process tracing, I intend to locate the determining factors and explain the causal 

mechanism to the research question:  

 

What effect does an international establisher of a truth commission have on the preconditions for direct political 

impact, as opposed to a governmentally established commission? 

 

Structure of the paper 

 

The following section will provide an overview of previous literature of truth commission impact 

and its many methodological issues, continue into the theoretical framework to be empirically 

tested, and culminate in an elaboration of the contribution of this thesis. The research design will 

commence with a description of the case selection strategy and a short introduction to the two 

cases under examination: Timor-Leste and South Africa. Sequentially will follow the 

operationalization of the independent variable ‘truth commission establisher’ and the dependent 

variable ‘preconditions for direct political impact’, of which the value of TRC recommendations 

constitute the foremost indicator. The case studies will then be presented, followed by the results, 

analysis, summary and conclusion.  

 

2. Previous Research  

 

Transitional justice 

 

Facing the past number of decades’ transformation from interstate to intrastate conflicts, an 

imminent need for reconciliation measures within conflict-ridden countries has arisen; efforts 

that fall under the category of ‘transitional justice measures’. The Secretary-General of the United 

Nations defines transitional justice as “the full range of processes and mechanisms associated 

with a society’s attempts to come to terms with justice and achieve reconciliation” (United 
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Nations Secretary-General 2004). These can take the form of criminal trials, truth commissions, 

restoration efforts or amnesties, to name a few.  

 

Introducing the truth commission 

 

Few mechanisms have however gained as much international attention as truth commissions, 

which generally aim to recover the truth about past human rights abuses, narrate a revised 

national history in the light of reconciliation and rebuild a fractured nation (Bakiner 2016, 9). 

From the ashes of divided countries, these commissions have grown in use and popularity over 

time for this purpose, although the inherent impact of establishing the truth has been heavily 

debated in the transitional justice discourse to this day (see for example Hirsch, et al. 2012). 

Relying on the assumption that establishing the truth of the wrongdoings of the past will help 

heal the wounds of the people, a truth commission can nonetheless provide a platform for 

victims to tell their side of the truth and perhaps find solace in sharing the atrocities that they fell 

victims of. Through a platform to share grievances, an empathy can be built to help promote 

social reconciliation and help consolidate a democratic transformation (Bloomfield et al. 2003, 

125 f). 

 

The truth commission signals a formal break with the painful past, and shows that the future 

ahead will be open and peaceful. It can also help promote accountability of perpetrators, and 

spur a public debate to mend the broken bonds. With a shared truth about the past from victims 

and perpetrators alike, the commission is then able to create recommendations for reparations 

programs, as well as necessary legal and institutional reforms, based on the new material that the 

commission has gathered (Bloomfield et al. 2003, 125 f).  

 

Defining a truth commission 

 

The exact definition of what a truth commission entails varies from case to case, as truth 

commission mandates differ. Priscilla Hayner (2011, 11 f) however constructs a general template:  

 [A truth commission] “is focused on past, rather than ongoing, events;                    

(2) investigates a pattern of events that took place over a period of time; (3) engages 

directly and broadly with the affected population, gathering information on their 
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experiences; (4) is a temporary body, with the aim of concluding with a final report; 

and (5) is officially authorized or empowered by the state under review”. 

The definition above thus differentiates the temporary truth commission body from permanent 

organizations of similar objectives, such as human rights NGOs or permanent state-led missions. 

It also excludes ‘incomplete truth commissions’, which either failed to publish a final report or 

concealed it from the public eye, as preventing the report from reaching the public violates the 

core function of a truth commission: to share the truth about the atrocities committed. This 

exclusion also corrects for research errors stemming from too wide conceptualization (Bakiner 

2016, 24 f).  

 

Clearly stating the time period under investigation will also make public what violations will be 

included, and it will enable public debate on potential bias in time period selection, such as 

focusing on a period which avoids atrocities by a particular party. It also draws yet another 

distinctive line from bodies investigating still ongoing violations.  

 

Hayner’s definition however fails to determine the procedural autonomy of the commission, a 

factor which Bakiner addresses in his 2016 work on the memory, power and legitimacy of truth 

commissions. With procedural autonomy, Bakiner (2016, 25) refers to a commission enjoying 

“autonomy from direct intervention by political actors”. This separates truth commissions (which 

can be established by presidential, parliamentary, or United Nations mandate) from parliamentary 

investigatory bodies. Bakiner writes that “a truth commission’s mark of distinction is that its 

operation and final report are independent of the authority that establishes it”. The ultimate test 

for this, he means, is whether or not politicians of the country altered the content of the final 

report at any point during the commission process (ibid, 26).  

 

With the addition of Bakiner’s procedural autonomy, Hayner’s definition of a truth commission 

will henceforth be what is referred to with ‘truth commission’ or ‘truth and reconciliation 

commission’ (TRC). The latter refers to a truth commission that has reconciliation stated as an 

objective in its mandate, which are the truth commissions of focus in this thesis.  

 

Conceptual and methodological issues 

 

In disagreeing on the very definition of what constitutes concepts such as transitional justice, 
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reconciliation and truth, empirical research on the impact of truth commissions has yielded wildly 

divergent results. This is evident in the mere categorization of what constitutes a truth 

commission, as lists of commissions vary from a number of 28 to 60 (Bakiner 2016, 91)2.  

Questions such as whether these commissions have been successful at all, whether they do lead 

to reconciliation or improved human rights practices, or if they only spur renewed frustrations 

pouring salt into open wounds, remain unanswered due to the variation in research findings 

(Bakiner 2016, 4 f). Furthermore, the few studies that do exist on truth commission impact is 

generally reliant upon contested theoretical assumptions (e.g. Hirsch, MacKenzie, and Sesay 

2012) and/or anecdotal evidence, and are mainly comprised of individual case studies, rather than 

cross-case comparisons (Ferrara 2015, 15). Only recently have the first quantitative studies of 

truth commission impact emerged, yet focused primarily on democratization and human rights 

practices: 

 

In comparing and combining a range of transitional justice mechanisms, compiled into a 

transitional justice data base, Tricia Olsen, Leigh Payne an Andrew Reiter find that truth 

commissions have a positive effect on democracy and human rights only when combined with 

amnesty and trials. They conclude that the most effective way to achieve positive change is to use 

multiple transitional justice mechanisms (Olsen, Payne, and Reiter 2010). Hunjoon Kim and 

Kathryn Sikkink (2010) instead argue that truth commissions have an increased positive impact 

on human rights conduct when combined with prosecutions, but have a positive impact 

nonetheless when operating independently of other transitional justice mechanisms. Eric 

Wiebelhaus-Brahm (2010), on the contrary, found that truth commissions have a negative impact 

on human rights practices when conducting a large-N study, but obtained the opposite results 

when conducting a qualitative study on a small number of cases. Not unlike many other scholars, 

he argued that there are too many contextual factors involved to see a linear trajectory. Moreover, 

early results may be skewed due to the time factor: long-term effects will not necessarily be 

evident in the years following the disbandment of a truth commission, but may take a long time 

to see clearly (ibid).  

 

Emelie Hafner-Burton and James Ron explain these divergent research findings between 

qualitative and quantitative research as caused by one or several of three problems: “First, some 

scholars interpret the same evidence in different ways; second, problems of measurement and 

research design produce different results; and third, scholars often focus on different dependent 

                                                 
2 Based on Onur Bakiner’s compilation of previous research, with Freeman’s 2008 Truth Commissions and Procedural 

Fairness counting 28 commissions, and Hayner’s 2011 edition of Unspeakable Truths counting 40.   



 

 8 

variables and are thus talking at cross-purposes. On occasion, all three problems may be in play 

simultaneously” (2009, 373 f). The authors conclude by suggesting more systematic and 

multimethod research (ibid, 390 f).  

 

The methodological needs of the field 

 

More systematic studies would certainly help isolate the independent impact of truth 

commissions from other causal inferences (avoiding multicollinearity). Indeed, it is intuitive to 

draw the conclusion that any improved human rights conduct or democratization post-TRC is 

correlated with the truth commission. However, these bodies are usually established during 

democratic transitions, when such processes are already in place. This is an inherent problem 

with measuring TRC impact, which the researcher must be aware of. Moreover, there are many 

advantages to be expected from a well-enacted truth commission, such as policy reform, a 

strengthened civil society and public debate, but these effects may not be acknowledged as direct 

byproducts of the commission in practice.  

 

The risk of multicollinearity, coupled with lack of acknowledgement of potential effects, 

transform the evaluation of truth commission impact to an unsurmountable task, destined to 

always attempt the impossible. These challenges may give rise to questioning as to whether 

spending resources of truth commissions research is at all justifiable. These questions are worth 

merit, but truth commissions continue to grow in use and popularity despite these issues. As long 

as this trend prevails, and the need of finding new transitional justice mechanisms remains, any 

progress we make in the field should be seen as a valuable contribution which policy makers 

must take into account before deciding on the establishment of a new commission, and more so 

before drafting the commission mandate and setting the composition.   

 

In analyses of the field, much like Anita Ferrara (2015), one must acknowledge the value of 

statistical analyses for comparison and avoiding issues of endogeneity and multicollinearity,  

adding the advantage of enabling counterfactual reasoning. However, there is a strong call for 

qualitative studies that allow for contextual factors and their interdependence to be considered. 

Quantitative studies’ advantages are heavily dependent upon accurate data sets and consensus on 

definitions in order to achieve the comparability they advocate (Bakiner 2016, 92), and with the 

major research inconsistency of the field being centered around these very factors, more 

extensive cross-case qualitative studies are rather to be preferred.  

 



 

 9 

Moreover, methodological errors from the difficulty of isolating long-term TRC impact can by 

and large be avoided by focusing on the last step of the TRC process; on publication of the final 

report and government acknowledgement of it, the value of recommendations made, and calls 

for creation of follow-up institutions to carry out the recommended reforms and monitor their 

progress, and as such on the preconditions for any direct political impact to take place. In Onur 

Bakiner’s 2016 evaluation of various factors for measuring TRC impact, he in fact arrives at the 

conclusion that the mechanisms generating the largest effects are direct and indirect political 

impact (ibid, 112). The former is the causal mechanism most clearly connected to the work of the 

commission, rather than potentially a result of coexisting processes or mobilizations. By direct 

political impact, Bakiner refers to “the truth commission-induced political change”, or when the 

results of the final report are incorporated into policy (ibid, 95, 98). It is this political change that 

will henceforth be referred to when discussing the potential of, or preconditions of, direct 

political impact.  

 

Furthermore, we must separate ‘success’ of a TRC in terms of fulfilling its objectives (see e.g. 

Chapman and Ball 2001) from ‘success’ in terms of long-term impact. To quote Brahm, “one can 

distinguish between success, the fulfillment of the commission’s mandate and the public issuance 

of a report documenting its findings, and the commission’s impact, namely whether the 

experience resulted in substantive change” (2007, 17 f). We must also differentiate success in 

fulfilment of objectives from success in addressing the original grievances of the country. 

As long as the grievances remain unanswered, the ‘success’ of the TRC offers no resolve. Truth 

commissions such as that in South Africa can be incredibly successful in fulfilling its goals and 

become heralded worldwide, but unless their mandates were inclusive enough to address all 

grievances, there will always be groups left out of the process and reparations, whose anger will 

grow and eventually burst out into renewed frustrations. If measured only in terms of whether 

TRC objectives were fulfilled, even the most successful truth commission will be no guarantee 

that the past will not repeat itself.  
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3. Theoretical Framework 

 

Drafting the truth commission mandate 

 

Thus, TRC recommendations are arguably dependent on whether the truth commission mandate 

succeeded to include the power to fully inquire into the causes of, and/or grievances of, the 

conflict at hand. If the commission mandate is too exclusive, even the strongest truth 

commission under the best circumstances will fail to become an agent of fundamental political 

change3.  

 

The mandate generally includes the truth commission’s objectives, period of operation and 

period under consideration, what violations are be investigated (the remit), function, powers, 

sanctions and follow-up measures. Its content is in turn ultimately set by the establishing party; 

be it the United Nations, the parliament or president, or a combination thereof. The same party 

also appoints the commissioners (Hayner 2011, 75). 

 

Some commissions enjoy a flexible scope and freedom to interpret the mandate, whereas others 

are restricted and very specific, narrowing the commissioners into addressing only certain abuses 

that occurred. For example, the first government-established commission in Chile was mandated 

to investigate disappearances, political kidnappings, executions and torture causing death, as well 

as any attempt by private citizens to take a life for political purposes, but atrocities that did not 

results in death was prevented from investigation due to the limited mandate. Consequently, it 

shaped a tainted and incomplete truth of what happened in the country, which met so much 

resistance from the international civil society that a second commission was later installed to 

address what the first commission had overlooked (Hayner 2011, 75). The El Salvadoran 

commission which was established through UN peace talks, on the contrary, enjoyed broad 

liberties in interpreting the ‘serious acts of violence’ that the mandate had allowed, which 

ultimately resulted in a far deeper understanding and more detailed picture of the truth than the 

                                                 
3 This is not to say that the ultimate consequenses of the truth commission had no positive effect of political or 

social change. Even an incomplete truth commission can yield massive civil society mobilization, which in turn may 
become the agent that the truth commission failed to be. However, rise of the civil society is not a direct political 
impact of the truth commission, but an indirect impact, and will therefore not be further dicussed in this thesis, 
albeit a terrific source of future research. 
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establishers had expected (Hayner 2011, 76). Consequently, Priscilla Hayner (2011, 76) proposes 

that the commission mandate ought to be “sufficiently broad and flexible to allow investigation 

into all forms of human rights abuses, leaving to the commission the decision of what specific 

cases or practices to investigate and report”.   

 

Thus, the question becomes how to achieve an inclusive mandate that leaves room for 

investigation into all aspects of the conflict, in best practice leaving no group behind from 

restoration and reconciliatory reparations? This thesis will argue that the answer is found with the 

truth commission establisher.  

 

The truth commission establisher – government or international body?  

 

The truth commission establisher, often referred to as the sponsor, is the body or bodies at play 

in the initial political decision-making process, which ultimately establishes the commission. This 

initial process is known as the commission creation process. It is these first few steps that sets the 

scene for the commission’s operation, and as will be evaluated in this paper, by and large lay the 

groundwork for the extent of which the direct political impact will have upon conclusion of the 

commission (Bakiner 2016, 115).  

 

Onur Bakiner takes this discussion a step further, arguing that “the more control key political 

decision makers (especially the government) exercise over the initial process, the more likely that 

they will set a limited mandate, appoint the commissioners in line with their political 

expectations, and empower the commission to the extent that it satisfies those decision makers” 

(2016, 115 f). He categorizes such creation processes, undertaken by the government alone, as 

exclusionary processes. Logically, the final reports produced by commissions from exclusionary 

creation processes are more likely to be endorsed by the government, and the recommendations 

which the government agrees with are likely to generate high direct political impact. An 

exclusionary process is nonetheless more likely to alienate other actors, including the civil society, 

thus consequentially risking low social mobilization (ibid). Thus far, Bakiner’s argument is sound.  

 

It is in Bakiner’s contrasting view of what a participatory commission creation process ought to 

result in that his argument can be contested. Bakiner rightfully argues that a process which invites 

“a broader set of politicians, civil society actors, the commissioners, and the commission staff to 

exercise agency with respect to the commission’s goal, procedures, and methodology” is more 
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likely to attract funding, gain practical knowledge, and “produce a more comprehensive and 

critical account of political violence and human rights violations and make demanding 

recommendations” (2016, 116). In contrast to the exclusionary process, this commission creation 

may not generate as much direct political impact due to potential resistance from the government 

upon release of the final report, but the actors which were first involved in the process are more 

likely to mobilize to create indirect impact through the civil society, and likewise be active long-

term (ibid). What Bakiner seems to neglect in this argument, is that invitation of other actors to 

voice their opinions, provide recommendations and create debate, by no means guarantee that 

these words will be incorporated into the mandate (the mandate may still be limited). As long as 

there are personal agendas to fulfil, which a transitional government will always strive for in their 

search for legitimacy and support in the ashes of a divided society, no participatory creation 

process will be unbiased as long as the government under investigation, on either side of the 

conflict, is involved. The option is to use an international body.  

 

As a signal of a break with the hurtful past, establishing a truth commission can offer legitimacy to a 

new government, but can also become a “vehicle for the indirect pursuit of political vendettas”, or 

simply an easy way out from a costly responsibility of the past that can be delegated away from the 

government. In the mere creation of a truth commission, a new government under the weak 

institutions which are likely to follow directly upon a concluded conflict, may be able to shrug off any 

criticism of not having ‘done enough’ for victims of the conflict. There are also benefits to be reaped 

from deliberately making the TRC weak, so that any suggestions or recommendations that the work 

culminates in is simply not legitimized by government nor society (Bloomfield et al. 2003, 127). Most 

importantly, if the truth commission is established by the national government under review, there are 

risks of deliberately creating a limited mandate to exclude investigation into crimes that would hurt 

the new government or certain perpetrators which are still in power. Such limitations may take the 

form of a strict remit (range of violations to be investigated), or restrictions of time period covered, in 

order to avoid certain crucial years and thus define what ‘truth’ is to be unveiled (see e.g. Hayner 

2011, 75). Ultimately, an international body establishing the commission is more likely to be of 

genuine nature and urge for thoroughness in investigations, which the establishing body can partly 

control in their selection of commissioners, whom appoint the staff.  

 

Many of the inherent risks of a TRC could be mitigated in the presence of a strong civil society 

and independent and uncensored media in the country at hand, neither of which are likely to be 

strong enough in transitional societies (Bloomfield et al. 2003, 128). For that reason alone, an 

international establisher is preferred as they are more likely to advocate free speech and media, as 
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well as attract international observation and debate. It is however of utmost importance that the 

commission itself remains nationally rooted, with representative and qualified commissioners 

who know the national context and can instill national ownership of the process, which is 

imperative for the commission’s support and legitimization (Hayner 2011, 211).  

 

Overview of the argument 

 

Drawn from the previous research and discussion above, the first part of the argument can be 

summarized in the illustration below, explaining that an international establisher is more likely to 

draft an inclusive mandate, leading to broad findings (the full truth) of the past, and from those 

extensive recommendations relating back to the causes of the conflict and all atrocities can be 

made.  

 

 

 

In order to at this point set the stage for direct political impact, four indicators must be at play, 

including the broad recommendations: 

 

Recommendations

The 'truth' 
portrayed in the 

findings

Establishing body 
of the TRC

End of conflict

Government

Limited

truth established, due to 
limited scope and/or 

bias

Limited 
recommendations made, 

based on limited truth

International body

TRC establishes the full 
truth, thanks to an 
extensive mandate 

scope

Extensive 
recommendations made
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(1) Recommendations addressed all atrocities made/the structures which underpinned the 

conflict, which are needed to avoid repetition of the conflict 

(2) Suggestion in the final report to create follow-up institutions to carry out the 

recommended reforms and monitor progress  

(3) Public endorsement of the commission’s work by government leadership; 

(4) Government publication of the commission’s final report; 

 

The indicators will be elaborated upon with the study’s operationalization. From this theory, the 

following hypothesis has been drawn: 

 

H1: A truth commission established by an international body is more likely to construct a 

final report that lays the groundwork for direct political impact, ensuring that the causes of 

the conflict are addressed/the atrocities committed will not be repeated.  

 

Contribution to the field 

 

In conclusion, this thesis aims to contribute to the research field by developing a multifaceted 

methodology to overcome the methodological and conceptual issues that previous scholars have 

met. Rather than attempting the surmountable task of measuring the post-commission impact 

with this limited study, the author intends to use previous findings on fruitful circumstances for a 

truth commission process as control variables in the case selection strategy, in order to find a 

comparable groundwork to evaluate the effect of the truth commission establisher on the very 

potential to create direct political impact in the post-commission stage - a task widely overlooked 

by previous scholars.  

 

As a precursor to direct political impact, this study will also conclude at a perfect starting point 

for conducting a process tracing from the very beginning of a commission to its direct political 

impact, as the only post-commission impact that can be isolated from other contextual factors. It 

needs to be acknowledged that it was the original intention of the author to include this last step 

in the study, but lack of resources to do so forced the limitation to preconditions. Thus, the 

following sections are to be regarded as an explorative study, an avenue for future research to 

evaluate and build on to, in the struggle to help divided people reconcile and build a new nation 

on the scorched earth of the past.  
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4. Research Design  

 

This chapter will describe the comparative between-, and within-case method used to study the 

effect of the truth commission establisher on the potential direct political impact of the 

commission. The method consists of a structured focused comparison with a process tracing 

component. The former is used to create a comparable overview of the cases, and the latter to 

discover whether the causal story was correct, to identify the causal mechanism driving the effect 

of the truth commission establisher on the political impact. Following a description of the 

methodology, the case selection strategy will be elaborated upon, with a short motivation of the 

chosen cases. Thereafter, an account of the operationalisations and expected testable implications 

of the theoretical framework will be provided. 

 

Method of analysis 

 

The structured focused comparison (SFC) borrows the advantageous aspect of comparability 

from the statistical survey method, by constructing a set of carefully developed, standardized 

questions to evaluate each unit of analysis by. What differs this method from the statistical 

counterpart is the addition of a theoretical focus reflecting the research objectives throughout the 

study. Thus it is ‘focused’ in dealing with only certain aspects of the cases at hand, and 

‘structured’ in so that the pre-established set of questions asked to each unit of analysis help 

standardize our collection of comparable data (George and Bennett 2005, 67-69). This systematic 

data collection enables between-case comparisons in search of the causal effects (Powner 2015, 

105).  

 

Due to the inherent problems with researching truth commissions, discussed in the previous 

section of this paper, a structured focused comparison can help create a comparability between 

the units of analysis, which all differ immensely by their very nature as complex conflicts of 

varying backgrounds. This comparability can in best use address two of Teorell and Svensson’s 

causal criteria: isolation of competing explanatory variables, and covariation (Teorell and 

Svensson 2007, 64).  

 

In an ideal research setting, causal inference is supported if the contra factual reasoning is true: 

with all other variables held constant, the outcome Y would only occur in the presence of the 

explanatory variable X. Due to the ‘fundamental problem of causal inference’, as phrased by 
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Holland in 1986, is it however impossible to study the result of multiple manipulations of the 

explanatory variable on the same subject over a given period of time. The variation of outcomes 

we need to observe from the same subject in order to confirm our hypotheses will never occur at 

the same time. In practice, only an experimental research setting will approach this ideal, which is 

impossible to stage in the field of political science. Instead, we can measure the strength of our 

evidence through what Teorell and Svensson call the four causal criteria: covariation (contra 

factual reasoning), isolation, temporal order and mechanism (2007, 64, freely translated).  

 

Process tracing particularly addresses the latter two criteria. In their guide on methodology, 

Esaiasson et al. conclude that many of the inherent problems with theory-testing hypotheses can 

be avoided by developing one’s theory, by elaborating on the causal mechanism and thoroughly 

explaining why the X-variable would produce outcome Y (2012, 107). The within-case process 

tracing method is used to test claims about the causal mechanisms which link the explanatory 

variables with the observed outcomes (George and Bennett 2005, 207, in Powner 2015, 130). We 

search for details; motives and incentives on a lower level of analysis (the micro level), with which 

we can explain the causal effect between X and Y on the macro level (ibid, 131), here the national 

level where direct political impact takes place. This task has the purpose of creating more testable 

implications from one’s theory (Esaiasson et al. 2012, 107), rather than only looking at the final 

outcome and thus risking to overlook path dependencies which a process tracing might have 

caught. Evidence for one’s theory is ultimately found if the intervening steps between X and Y 

are linked in the fashion which the theory proposed (George and Bennett 2005, 207, in Powner 

2015, 130). To quote Peter Hall:  “process-tracing is a methodology well-suited to testing theories 

in a world marked by multiple interaction effects, where it is difficult to explain outcomes in 

terms of two or three independent variables - precisely the world  that more and more social 

scientists believe we confront” (Hall 2000, 14, 18).  

 

Furthermore, process tracing can help eliminate potential errors from isolated use of for example 

Mill’s methods: it can help identify alternative variables which would have been excluded without 

a deeper investigation into the causal story at hand. As such, process tracing can help explain 

deviant cases (George and Bennett 2005, 215, 223).  

 

In conclusion, small-n qualitative studies are generally advantageous in identifying temporal order 

and the causal mechanism, whereas large-n quantitative studies are preferred for establishing 

isolation and covariation (Teorell and Svensson 2007, 239-246). By combining the typical 

hypothesis-testing and small-n research method of process tracing, ultimate for identifying the 
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temporal order and causal mechanism, with the statistical traits of the structured focused 

comparison, one can thus attempt to address all four criteria of the causal inference.  

 

Case selection strategy 

 

In conducting explanatory studies, Esaiasson et al. (2012, 92 f) call for variation in the 

independent variable, but homogeneity with regards to the units of analysis. Case selection 

strategies like this are often derived from John Stuart Mill’s Method of Agreement and 

Disagreement. In the former, also referred to as the ‘most-similar system design’, or ‘method of 

difference’, the chosen cases are similar in all other respects but the variable of interest (Gerring 

2006, 131). As Mill acknowledges himself, his methods were however constructed for inductive 

theorizing, and not the deductive hypothesizing that they are often used for today. Neither is it 

very common to find cases so perfectly matched that only one variable can be considered to vary, 

even less so when examining conflicts, nor can one assure that the varying variable is in fact a 

cause of a particular outcome. Nonetheless, Mill’s methods are very helpful in conducting a 

primary case selection, or schematic overview of expected results to further study (Powner 2015, 

125).  

 

Mill’s method of difference 

 

For this reason, Mill’s Method of Difference has been used as a foundation in the case selection, 

with all prior truth commissions as defined by Hayner and Bakiner (see the theory section) as the 

case population. From this original pool of cases, commissions which have been conducted 

under the most advantageous circumstances (used as control variables) have been filtered out for 

the first strategic selection.  

 

“What works best” 

 

Based on her extensive work of truth commissions, Hayner concludes her 2011 edition of 

Unspeakable Truths with a chart over “what works best” for truth commissions (Hayner 2011, 285 

f), in terms of budget, size of staff, operating period of commission, period of time to be 

investigated, powers of investigation (subpoena, search and seizure, witness protection), power of 

reporting (name perpetrators, make mandatory recommendations) and breadth of substantive 
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inquiry4. For each category, she lists the truth commissions that fell within the ideal span. 

Mentioned three or more times were South Africa, South Korea 2, Peru, Guatemala, Liberia, 

Timor-Leste, Kenya, Sierra Leone and Ghana (ibid).  

 

In adhering to Mill’s call for similarity in unit of analysis (as far as this is possible with truth 

commissions), units which have not been considered transitional5 were then removed from the 

pool of cases, followed by commissions that disbanded less than 10 years ago. The latter due to 

the scholarly conclusions (discussed in the theory section) that truth commission impact is often 

not seen until many years later, and because truth commissions that have been concluded for a 

longer time are more likely to have accumulated more analytical evaluations and research into the 

causes of the conflict, all of which are critical sources for the process tracing aspect of this study.  

 

The final case population 

 

These three selection phases culminated in a final case population of four: South Africa, Peru, 

Timor-Leste and Sierra Leone. The South African and Peruvian commissions were both 

established by the national government, whereas the commission in Timor-Leste was established 

by the UN Transitional Government, and the full process in Sierra Leone by a combination of 

the UN and the government (Bakiner 2016, 39–42; Hayner 2011, 39, 256–62). Although it would 

be of great interest to conduct a study of all these four cases to increase generalizability, the time 

constraint of this paper prevents such an extensive in-depth study to be realized on this occasion. 

Instead, two cases were chosen: South Africa and Timor-Leste.  

 

Case selection: South Africa and Timor-Leste 

 

As the government-established commission that was first heralded worldwide and is listed as one 

of the five strongest truth commissions by Hayner, the South African TRC is of great interest in 

evaluating the preconditions of direct political impact. As the opposite value of the independent 

variable, Timor-Leste offers a fruitful comparison, also listed as one of the five strongest 

commissions. Although Sierra Leone appeared in Hayner’s most ideal circumstances in 6 out of 6 

                                                 
4 Like many other scholars before and after her, Hayner does acknowledge that there is no perfect template for 
success, but argues, based on her extensive comparison of previous commissions, that these factors are common 
traits of the strongest commissions (2011, 211, 285 f).   

5 Bakiner (2016, 29), defines a truth commission as transitional ”if it is created within one to three years following 

the transition from authoritarianism to democracy and/or from conflict to peace”.  
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categories, the case has faced questioning as to its procedural autonomy, which by the definition 

used in this paper would disqualify it from the case population (Hayner 2011, 58). Albeit this 

paper lacks the resources to include Peru and Sierra Leone in the research that follows, one must 

call for future studies allowing the two to be included to create a fuller picture and perhaps more 

nuanced variations in both independent and dependent variables. Moreover, including also Peru 

in the study would alleviate risks of bias from researching a case from which much of the 

theoretical framework has been deducted from. Because of the unique nature of the South 

African case, and the difficulty in finding another commission comparable to the celebration that 

the South African TRC has received over the years – the author has however allowed its 

inclusion in this thesis, aware of these risks.  

 

Operationalization 

 

The truth commission establisher – creating and empowering the commission (IV) 

 

Bakiner’s categorization of commission creation processes, as described in the theory section, 

appoints both South Africa and Timor-Leste as participatory processes. As such, if Bakiner’s 

theory was correct, we would expect both cases to display a “more comprehensive and critical 

account” of the past, but as this study will show, such is not the case. In fact, the South African 

final report (following its mandate) excluded a large part of the victimized population in focusing 

only on atrocities which resulted in death, which in turn caused insufficient recommendations.  

 

Rather than using Bakiner’s categorization of commission establishers (here preferred over 

‘sponsor’ as it may insinuate lack of operational autonomy), this study will divide the participatory 

processes into those established with national government officials in lead (e.g. those established 

by presidential decree, parliament, senators, or other government officials), from those 

established by an international body, in this case the United Nations. This further division is 

necessary as the main establishing party will always have the last word, regardless of advice from 

other bodies, and thus one may expect that their self-interests will appear in the commission 

creation process. Whereas the national government arguably has their legitimacy at stake, and 

have an incentive to instill bias in the process, an international organization via a peace accord or 

interim governing of a state must be open for discussion and fair treatment by its very nature.  

 

Bakiner’s exclusionary processes will be disregarded in the research process due to the inevitably 
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reaffirming result that a covert government-tailored mandate leads to tailored findings and 

recommendations thereof. Moreover, commissions created by for example presidential decree 

without involvement of other actors were more common in the early truth commissions, than 

they are today, as more commissions are founded through legislation, negotiated peace accords 

or UN-backed peace accords (Hayner 2011, 210 f; Bakiner 2016, 35).  

 

Preconditions for direct political impact (DV) 

 

Bakiner (2016, 98) evaluates direct political impact as indicated by: 

  

(1) Implementation of a reparations program;  

(2) The creation of follow-up institutions to carry out the recommended reforms and 

monitor progress  

(3) Public endorsement of the commission’s work by government leadership; and 

(4) Government publication of the commission’s final report6 

 

There are three caveats to Bakiner’s framework. First, the mere implementation of reparations 

program does not necessarily guarantee that the program created reflects the full scope of the 

final report’s recommendations. Second, a program that does address all recommendations in the 

final report still does not guarantee that those recommendations were sufficient in addressing the 

root causes of the conflict, or the atrocities made. Only in Sierra Leone and El Salvador did the 

truth commission mandates make binding that the governments implemented the 

recommendations of the final reports, and even in those cases, the implementations thereof were 

selective (2016, 95). This takes us to the third caveat: any measures taken post-release of the 

commission’s final report are crucially dependent upon the willingness, and capacity, of the 

political decision-makers. This inhibits any attempt to isolate the impact of the truth commission 

itself – its work ending with the release of the report – from any processes commencing at that 

point. One must consequently differentiate the truth commission process from the post-

commission period. In addressing the caveats above, Bakiner’s first indicator be altered to 

concern whether the final report’s recommendations addressed all the atrocities committed 

and/or structures which caused the conflict, in relation to the commission mandate. The second 

indicator will then be changed from ‘creation to ‘suggestion’ in order to address the period up 

until the release and publication of the report. It is acknowledged that the second and fourth 

                                                 
6 Bakiner’s indicators are listed in a different order in his book, but have been rearranged here in order to follow the 
structure of the Results chapter of this thesis.  
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indicators indeed refer to a time after the commission’s work has officially concluded, however 

they do relate to the previous discussion of the establishing body’s agenda, and inherent will or 

resistance to genuinely establish and share the full truth of the past. For that reason, these 

indicators will remain in the operationalization of this study.  

 

Thus, the preconditions for direct political impact (the dependent variable) will be indicated by: 

 

(1) Recommendations addressed all atrocities made/the structures which underpinned the 

conflict, in turn needed to avoid repetition of the conflict 

(2) Suggestion in the final report to create follow-up institutions to carry out the 

recommended reforms and monitor progress  

(3) Public endorsement of the commission’s work by government leadership; 

(4) Government publication of the commission’s final report; 

 

The first indicator will be measured by comparing the final reports’ recommendations to the 

background of the conflict, as comprised here by an account from the truth commission reports 

(to the extent possible), complemented with data from previous scholar’s analyses of the cases, 

reports from international organizations such as the ICTJ, and of truth commission digital 

collections such as that of the United States Institute of Peace. The same sources will be used to 

determine the other three indicators.  

 

Material, source criticism and the question of validity and reliability 

 

The theoretical material used for this study is primarily based on the extensive work of Priscilla 

Hayner in Unspeakable Truths, and the recent publication by Onur Bakiner (2016), but has been 

complemented by various scholarly articles and books. The empirical study is the part at risk of 

bias in sources and flaws in information-gathering. Inquiring into the commission creation 

process and the findings and recommendations of two truth commissions, the primary sources 

have been their final reports. In a perfect setting, these reports would be free of bias and fully 

reliable, however there were many issues related to these.  

 

First, it requires acceptance of the assumption that the reports were indeed unbiased and that the 

commission process and drafting of the reports was operationally autonomous, which cannot be 

fully guaranteed.  

 



 

 22 

Second, in narrating a background to the cases and the events of the era under investigation, the 

final reports by nature ought to be the most comprehensive and reliable sources of information. 

The East Timorese report was very well-written and contained the majority of information 

required for this study, but the South African report was incredibly difficult to follow due to its 

structure and lack of full coherent disclosure of the storyline as well as of the drafting of the 

mandate. In order to create a full picture of these events and to best establish who the 

commission establishers were, information was gathered also from the United States Institute of 

Peace, ICTJ, Hayner’s Unspeakable Truths, and various other scholarly work.  

 

Third, due to the extensive reports of thousands of pages – and in the South African case 

unstructured such – it was impossible to read thoroughly the full reports. Instead, the main 

points in the East Timorese executive summary has been used, supported by specific inquiries in 

the full report. In the South African case there was no executive summary, and thus an overview 

of the main findings and recommendations have been listed, leaving far but a complete depiction 

of the report. Such a limited inquiry leaves much room for human error in missing certain aspects 

of the report, and in particular in missing the context and extent of both findings and 

recommendations on certain topics, much like the critique offered above to the limited 

framework of Bakiner. Attempts to control for these errors have been made by comparing this 

study’s summary of findings and recommendations with other databases and scholar’s 

conclusions. Perhaps an alternative method would have been a text or discourse analysis.  

 

For the reasons above, there may be issues regarding both validity and reliability, the most 

prominent of which is the measurement of the third indicator for the preconditions of direct 

political impact. Finding a systemic method to capture the value of recommendations was a long 

process, and in an ideal world there would have been a structured, objective report to use as 

source for ‘causes of conflict’, and a grand collection of the atrocities committed by all parties, 

legal, economic, social and physical gathered in one section of the report to directly link to their 

recommendations. Unfortunately, such was not the case, and the data summarized is not perfect. 

Furthermore, it was a surmountable task to attempt an inquiry into the full TRC process, which 

for fully valid results would have required a far larger study.  

 

The issues of reliability, whether other scholars would receive the same results if they conducted 

the study, are dependent on the very same issues as above. With a complete dataset, they are 

likely to have received the same results, but if limited to the resources of this study, if they or this 

author missed information, they are very likely to get differing results. For these reasons, this 
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study is not to be seen as conclusive, but as suggestive, and as an explorative study of new 

methods and operationalisations to be contributed to the research field.  

 

5. Results 

 

Timor-Leste 

 

Truth Commission: Commission for Reception, Truth, and Reconciliation 

Duration: 2002 – 2005 

Period under investigation: April 25, 1974 – October 25, 1999 

Establisher: UNTAET  

 

Background 
 

The complex history of Timor-Leste is grounded in hundreds of years of colonial rule by the 

Portuguese, further entangled by the increased control by the Portuguese which followed the 

forced cultivation of cash crops and tax imposition in the mid-19th century. The events sparked 

rebellions which lasted into the early 20th century, as Portugal made endeavors to create an unfair 

system of government which resulted in a cohesion-less society lacking any nationalist spirit. Any 

aspiration for independence was suppressed, until the Carnation Revolution of 1974 in Lisbon, 

which paved the way for young, politically active freedom-seekers in Timor-Leste to come 

together in political associations. The predecessor of Frente Revolucionária de Timor Leste 

Independente (Fretilin) and the União Democrática Timorense (UDT) took the stage. Whereas 

Fretilin urged for an independent Timor-Leste, the UDT favored territorial independence 

(CAVR 2005, 11). 

 

The decolonization from Portugal was anything but peaceful, as a consequence of not only 

Portugese neglect and interference by Indonesia and its allies, but from the lack of political 

experience amongst the newly formed political associations that favored violence over diplomacy. 

In August 1975, Dili was struck by a UDT armed movement aimed to retake control over the 

territory and signal to Indonesia that communism would not reach Timor-Leste, but Freitlin 

quickly responded and a short, yet destructive, civil war broke out that ended early September. 

The Portuguese colonial administration fled the mainland and the de facto Fretilin 

administration, and leaders of the UDT along with the other smaller parties retreated into 
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Indonesian West Timor to join their cause. By October, the Indonesian military attacked by air, 

sea and land. Fretilin sought the return of the Portuguese administration, which refused 

assistance, and Fretilin attempted to prevent Indonesian advances and gain international 

recognition by declaring, unilaterally, independence by November. Only the next day did the 

other East Timorese parties, pressured by Indonesian military, sign a declaration proclaiming 

Timor-Leste’s integration with Indonesia, soon followed by Indonesian full-scale invasion of 

Timor. Fretilin and its armed wing, along with tens of thousands of civilians, retreated into the 

interior, commencing the 24-year-long civil war. Despite UN condemnation of the Indonesian 

invasion, and remained listing as a “non-self-governing territory under Portuguese 

administration”, Indonesia ensued attempts to legitimize the ‘integration’ of Timor-Leste, by 

1976 even passing a law through Indonesian Parliament proclaiming Timor-Leste as the 27th 

province of Indonesia (CAVR 2005, 12). 

 

The ‘Timor-Leste question’ was denied attempts to be better assessed, as not only foreign aid was 

blocked, but even visits by international diplomats and media were rarely and strictly controlled. 

It was East-Timorese people in exile that worked to spread awareness in the international 

community, all the while Indonesia claimed the war was over and any report of human rights 

abuses were false. It was not until after that Cold War ended and foreigners gained access to the 

territory that the true nature of the conflict was revealed, as a foreign journalist got the Santa 

Cruz Massacre on video for the world to see. Once the Indonesian president lost power in 1998, 

the UN stepped in and helped broker the 5 May Agreements which enabled the vote for 

independence in August 1999, and Timor-Leste freedom. Indonesia once again retaliated with 

renewed violence in 1999, but this time it did not go unseen to the global eye (CAVR 2005, 13 f). 

 

The commission creation process: setting the stage for TRC recommendations 
 

Reaching UNTAET regulation 10/2001 

 

The first tumbling steps towards the Timor-Leste Commission for Reception, Truth and 

Reconciliation took place in June 2000 as a workshop was held with members of the East 

Timorese civil society, community and religious leaders, and UNTAET’s Human Rights Unit. 

They concluded to propose to the CNRT National Congress (Conselho Nacional da Resistência 

Timorense) the creation of an independence investigative body to look into the violent past and 

promote reconciliation. The suggestion found unanimous support in Congress, and the Human 

Rights Unit of UNTAET was thereupon appointed by the Transitional Administrator of Timor-
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Leste to support the purposefully founded Steering Committee in drafting the commission 

legislation, with technical assistance and advice on mandate and operating methods from 

UNTAET and the International Center for Transitional Justice (ICTJ).  The Steering Committee 

consisted of representatives from the CNRT, various human rights groups and NGOs, the 

formed armed wing of Fretilin, UNTAET and UNHCR (CAVR 2005, 16-20).  

 

At this point, UNTAET still maintained administrative authority over Timor-Leste to oversee the 

transition to independence and had assisted the creation of a National Council where political 

parties, religious and civil society representatives could come together. Upon conclusion of 

community consultations on attitudes towards a truth commission with overwhelming support, 

the Steering Committee presented their proposal before the National Council. After a month’s 

deliberations, the full National Council approved it, and forwarded it to the Transitional 

Administrator to promulgate the law, UNTAET Regulation 10/2001. This took place on 13 July 

2001 (CAVR 2005, 19 f). The Steering Committee, supported by UNTAET Human Rights Unit, 

was also responsible for the selection process for commissioners, seeking funding and premises 

(ibid, 20).  

 

The mandate 

 

The Timor-Leste Commission for Reception, Truth and Reconciliation (CAVR) was mandated to 

investigate and establish the truth about the human rights abuses which were conducted in 

relation to the political conflict in Timor-Leste between 25 April 1974 – 25 October 1999 (for 

definitions, see CAVR 2005, 76), including “the context, causes, antecedents, motives and 

perspectives which led to the violations; whether they were part of a systematic pattern of abuse; 

the identity of persons, authorities, institutions and organizations involved in them; whether they 

were the result of deliberate planning, policy or authorization on the part of the state, political 

groups, militia groups, liberation movements or other groups or individuals; the role of both 

internal and external factors; [and] accountability, “political or otherwise”, for the violations” 

(CAVR 2005, 73 f). The commission was also mandated to create the final, comprehensive and 

objective report with recommendations for reforms and other initiatives (including legal, 

administrative and other measures) to ensure that the atrocities were not repeated, as well as to 

attend to the victims of the conflict. Furthermore, CAVR was to recommend prosecutions, 

promote reconciliation and human rights, implement “Community Reconciliation Procedures 

(CRPs)” to reintegrate those who had committed minor criminal offenses, and assist in “restoring 

the dignity of victims” (ibid). No significant acts have been noted missing with regards to the 
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scope of mandate (Hayner 2011, 267).  

 

TRC findings: the ‘truth’ 
 

The CAVR report is a massive work of over 3200 pages through all five volumes. The report 

briefly explains the background of the conflict, and thoroughly accounts for the 25 years of civil 

war which it was mandated to inquire. The findings provide a detailed account of the atrocities 

committed, with the conclusion that the majority of the human rights violations committed were 

attributed to Indonesia and its military and security forces.   

 

The report found violations against the East Timorese people’s right to self-determination by 

international institutions and governments (CAVR 2005, 47). It found cases of killings and 

disappearances, forced displacement, famine, detention, torture and ill-treatment (by also the 

UDT and Fretilin) (ibid, 86). The commission found violations of the laws or war (ibid, 107) and 

cases of sexual violence (including rape, sexual slavery and abuse of both women and children) 

(ibid, 116). Although Indonesia’s security forces were mainly to blame, all parties were found 

guilty of violations to the right of the child. The commission also found evidence of violations of 

economic and social rights, use of education as a propaganda tool, and the “unsustainable and 

destructive extraction of natural resources by government officials” (ibid, 140). Moreover, there 

are reports of political trials, shame trials, conducted by Indonesia and used as a tool to stop the 

resistance while upholding an illusion of justice and accountability to human rights violations 

(ibid, 112).  

 

In selection of the findings, the Indonesian government and security forces was held primarily 

accountable for between 84 200 and 180 000 deaths from famine and illness of East Timorese 

people. Between 1976-1979 the security forces were found to have failed to differ between 

military and civilians in warfare, causing widespread and often repeated refugee flows, destroying 

food sources, forcing East Timorese people who had surrendered into settlement from which 

they were not free to leave, nor did they supply enough food or medicines for the people in the 

settlements. Indonesia is also held responsible for denying foreign aid to the settlements, 

systematic policies they upheld after deaths of thousands of people in areas under Indonesian 

control.  

 

Although representatives of Fretilin were found justified in their self-defense and fight for East 

Timorese self-determination against the UDT in 1975, the serious human rights violations which 
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were committed by them were rendered “inexcusable under any circumstances”. Moreover, the 

commission condemned the armed movement which the UDT launched in 1975, and leaders of 

the UDT party were found responsible also for the violations committed by their members who 

were following orders, due to lack of a system of command and control. UDT leadership is 

further held responsible for assisting “the invading Indonesian forces, inviting Indonesia to 

invade Timor-Leste and signing the Balibo Declaration, which helped to provide a veneer of 

legitimacy to the illegal Indonesian occupation and annexation of the territory” (CAVR 2005, 

152). UDT leaders are also accountable for providing false information to the UN and its 

member states after the Indonesian invasion, which could have altered international initiatives.  

 

Recommendations  
 

The CAVR was mandated to make recommendations on reforms, be they legal, political or 

administrative, which would prevent the atrocities of the East Timorese conflict to repeat itself, 

as well as assist the victims. The report acknowledges that “As most of the human rights 

violations recorded in this report were committed by the state and the state has primary 

responsibility to uphold human rights, prevention must be focussed [sic!] on ensuring that the 

actions of state agents do not once again become alienated from legal obligations and the will of 

the general population. /.../ The need for vigilance is demonstrated by the fact that although the 

vast majority of serious violations examined by the Commission were committed by members of 

the Indonesian security forces, /…/ violations were also committed by East Timorese against 

their brothers and sisters” (CAVR 2005, 156 f).  

 

The recommendations of the CAVR report address the international community, including 

urging the “widest possible distribution at all levels in the international community through the 

media, internet and other networks and particularly within the United Nations and those 

individual nations and institutions that are highlighted in the Report” (CAVR 2005, 158), as well 

as due consideration and reflection to the report and apologies by the directly involved parties. It 

recommends conditional sales and cooperation with Indonesia upon their adherence to 

democratic progress and international human rights, and urges Portugal to acknowledge the 

report and implementation of any recommendations directly aimed at the country such as 

assisting the provision of reparations (ibid, 160). With regards to human rights in Timor-Leste, 

recommendations are made for assistance to find the diseased, announcing a day of 

remembrance of the famine, adherence to the UN Guiding Principles of Internal Displacement, 

and policies ensuring equal access to “the fruits of development” (ibid, 161 f). The right to 
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security of person is addressed through recommendations to deter arbitrary detentions, ill-

treatment, and unfair trial and similar, such as by instituting a policy of open access to monitoring 

of all prisons of Timor-Leste by state institutions, civil society and international organizations 

(CAVR 2005, 162). The right to participation, education, cultural self-determination, health and a 

sustainable environment is also discussed, followed by suggestions on how to protect and 

promote human rights through effective institutions.  

 

Justice for the atrocities committed is addressed, by for example renewing the mandates of the 

Serious Crimes Unit and Special Panels in Timor-Leste to enable investigation and trials of cases 

from the mandated period of the CAVR (ibid, 183-187).  

 

In terms of reconciliation, the commission recommends establishment of a “community-focused 

mechanism for conflict prevention and resolution”, mandated by legislation and “conducted by 

an independent national institution that works in cooperation with the judiciary, police and local 

authorities” (CAVR 2005, 191), with a clear focus on capacity-building. It also urges for 

reconciliation in the East Timorese political community, with special focus on ensuring “that the 

universal principles of human rights” are enacted in all political parties (ibid, 193). With regards 

to Indonesia, Indonesia is recommended to make a formal acknowledgement of receipt of the 

report and apologize to the victims or Timor-Leste for the violations committed against them. 

Cooperation between the governments is also suggested to assist Indonesian families who lost 

loved ones in Timor-Leste, and clearing the names of those who were wrongfully accused during 

the conflict (ibid, 197).  

 

The report includes a section of reintegration and reception, and calls for procedural autonomy 

also for the Commission for Truth and Friendship, the bilateral truth-seeking mechanism that the 

governments of Timor-Leste and Indonesia established during the creation of the CAVR’s final 

report (CAVR 2005, 187).  

 

As for the report itself, recommendations are made for the dissemination of the final report in 

Timor-Leste, through recommendations of translation in the Tetum language and wide 

distribution. It is also recommended that the governmental Ministry of Education cooperates 

with the post-CAVR institution “to utilize the Final Report and other Commission materials in 

the development of curricula and other educational resources related to human rights, 

reconciliation, history, law, gender studies and other relevant disciplines” (CAVR 2005, 188).  
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In conclusion, the CAVR report recommends a reparations program to assist victims of human 

rights abuses from the conflict, “by repairing, as far as possible, the damage to their lives caused 

by the violations through the delivery of social services and symbolic and collective measures” 

(CAVR 2005, 205), including rehabilitation, collective and symbolic measures and a commitment 

to non-recurrence of violence. The latter is to be addressed with a special education program “to 

increase public awareness of the link between past abuses and current violent behavior” (ibid, 

210).  

 

Follow-up institutions  
 

The commission included recommendations in the final report for the National Parliament to 

create follow-up institutions to oversee the implementation of the final report’s 

recommendations, inquiry into the need for further reconciliation, the maintenance of the CAVR 

archives and the creation of a national heritage site (CAVR 2005, 211).  

 

Endorsement of the commission’s work and publication of the report 
 

The final report entitled Chega! (translated to ‘no more, stop, enough!’) was handed to the 

Timorese President Xanana Gusmão in October 2005. Two months later, upon the disbandment 

of the CAVR, a Post-CAVR Technical Secretariat was inaugurated by the President, mandated to 

disseminate the Chega! Report. The dissemination was however delayed due to the crisis in Dili 

2006, and whereas the official CAVR website claims that delayed visits were made to every 

district and sub-district of Timor-Leste between August 2006-January 2007, and that the report 

was shared with “a wide cross-section of the community, including victims, NGOs, faith 

communities, government and government agencies” (CAVR 2017), the international community 

does not seem to agree. Hayner (2011, 41) argues that the government resisted official release of 

the report and that it was only released online by January 2006, when the ICTJ published it. The 

CAVR website does acknowledge that the report has not been debated in parliament, which the 

ICTJ adds to in writing that the commission process itself was endorsed by the government, but 

that the conclusion of the commission seemed to have been viewed as an end itself, and that no 

government references have been made to the findings since it was published (Vieira 2012, 14).  
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South Africa 

 

Truth Commission: Commission of Truth and Reconciliation 

Duration: 1995 – 2002 

Period under investigation: March 1960 - 10 May 1994 

Establisher: Government 

 

Background 
 

Although the beginning of apartheid is generally attributed to the 1948 election of the National 

Party, the first building blocks were laid with the early roots of colonialism in the country 

centuries before, in terms of segregationist policies and classifications of the South African 

population, often known as the “native question” (Henrard 2003, 37). The long-drawn conflict 

between British and Dutch descendants by the end of the 19th century erupted into the Boer War 

of 1899, which left the civilian Boers in devastation by the time of the peace agreement three 

years later. Brits and Boers jointly drafted a constitution for the South African Union, which 

came to order in 1910, but bitterness amongst the Dutch descendants remained as the social and 

economic cleavage between the two groups increased. Despite their differences, they however 

had a mutual goal in exploiting the cheap labor of the black population, as well as in usurping 

land, which resulted in 1913 Native Land Act, rewarding 87% of the land to the white 

population, and only 13% to the majority blacks. Nor did the 1910 constitution award close to 

any political rights to the native population, awakening strong resistance. This resistance was the 

forerunner of the African National Congress, the ANC (Henrard 2003, 37 f; Höglund 2013).   

 

By 1948 the National Party won the elections after a campaign of “divide and rule”, Apartheid, a 

policy “aimed at ensuring white survival and hegemony by dividing the nonwhite population 

along racial and even ethnic lines” (Henrard 2003, 37). The policies soon came to incorporate 

every aspect of everyday life, from living situation, workplace, and even what benches to sit on. 

The 1950 Population Registration Act classified all South Africans into racial categories, the  

1950 Group Area Act demanded residential segregation, prohibiting the black and colored 

population from residing in the cities, requiring certain passports for those working in the South 

African industry or in the homes of whites (thus allowing them to live in the townships), the 

1949 Prohibition of Mixed Marriages Act and the 1950 Immorality Amendment Act prohibited 

interracial marriages, the 1953 Separate Amenities Act ensured that all public amenities were 

made clearly exclusive to certain racial groups (Henrard 2003, 37 f; Nationalencyclopedin 2017; 
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Höglund 2015), the same year’s Bantu Education Act restricted the education available for blacks 

“in accordance with their opportunities in life” (TRC 1999a, 32), and the Job Reservation Act 

reserved qualified professions and management to the white population (Höglund 2015).  

 

After the Sharpville Massacre of 1960, the African resistance movements ANC and PAC (the 

Pan-African Congress) were prohibited. Consequently, they went into hiding and begun the 

armed resistance against the regime. By 1961, South Africa became a Republic and by 1962, 

Nelson Mandela (the incumbent leader of the ANC’s armed branch) was arrested and later 

sentenced to lifetime in prison for treason (Höglund 2015).  

 

In 1978, P. W. Botha is elected Prime Minister and some restrictions against the black population 

is lifted, but when Botha proposed a new constitution with a parliament including of coloreds 

and Asians (still no blacks), some members left the party. Simultaneously, the Apartheid 

resistance gathered in the United Democratic Front (UDF) to fight the proposal, which was still 

accepted in 1984, as Botha was elected President and massive uprisings begun. Economic 

sanctions by the West went without results, but by 1989 Botha resigned as leader of the National 

Party, succeeded by F.W. de Klerk. The following year, de Klerk upheaved the ban on ANC and 

PAC, as well as on the South African Communist Party (after the communist regimes of Eastern 

Europe had fallen and the National Party’s main pro-Apartheid argument of fighting 

communism was lost), and Mandela was released from prison (Höglund 2015). 

 

On February 2, 1990, de Klerk held an historic address on the intent of the government to begin 

an inclusive negotiation address in which all parties could take part. He announced that the 

previous ban on various political parties would be lifted, and political prisoners would be 

released. Thus, Nelson Mandela was released from prison, and De Klerk upheaved some of the 

apartheid laws before negotiations between the ANC, the government and other parties began, 

ultimately resulting in the 1993 Interim Constitution (awaiting the final constitution by a 

democratically elected Constitutional Assembly) (Viljoen and Venter 1995, 15). The 1993 

Constitution also founded the Government of National Unity (GNU), mainly consisting of the 

ANC and NP through power-sharing mechanisms, of which Mandela was appointed President 

and de Klerk Vice President (ibid). The GNU has however faced intense criticism for its 

compromises with the former apartheid regime, by and large depicted by the ‘sunset clause’ 

added to the interim constitution, which protected civil servants of the former regime from being 

evicted from the new government for at least five years, thus endangering the legitimacy of new 

order and arguably the genuine nature of any measures thereafter (Simpson 2000, 7). It should 
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however be acknowledged that the National Party decided to leave the GNU voluntarily in 1996, 

following discontent on the lack of veto rights (Southern 2015, 239).  

 

South Africa held its first democratic elections in 1994, which the ANC came out the winner of 

with nearly two-thirds of the votes. Mandela was appointed President by the new Parliament, and 

by 1995, the Parliament mandated the establishment of the South African Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission, the TRC (ICTJ 2017; Höglund 2015).  

 

The commission creation process: setting the stage for TRC recommendations 
 

Reaching the mandate 

 

The first idea of a truth commission came from the installation speech of a Professor of Human 

Rights Law at the University of the Western Cape in 1992, which soon sparked within the ANC 

through an internal investigation after accusations that exiled ANC members had committed 

human rights violations in some of their camps. The internal commission found evidence that 

violations had been perpetrated, and accepted the criticism that followed. The ANC however 

claimed that the violation should be seen against the backdrop of the violent past, and proposed 

the establishment of a truth commission to narrate the full truth of the country (TRC 1999a, 49 

f).  

 

The drafting of the Promotion of National Unity and Reconciliation Act (henceforth the act) 

(which mandates the establishment of the truth commission), went hand-in-hand with the 

negotiations preceding the drafting of the interim constitution. Drafting of the Act was however 

not confined to parliamentary and political debates, but was highly participatory in its 

involvement of several NGOs to submit recommendations for the mandate. Despite their 

involvement and pressure for an open and transparent commission process, the first draft of the 

act called for a closed-door amnesty procedure, only to be lifted after “virtually every human 

rights organization in the country” signed a letter refusing to participate in the commission’s 

work if the closed-door procedure endured (Bakiner 2016, 170).  

 

The mandate 

 

The South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission was finally mandated through the 

Promotion of National Unity and Reconciliation Act, which was drafted by the GNU and came 
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into effect by 1995 upon approval by then President Mandela. It included the right of the truth 

commission to grant amnesty to perpetrators “who made full disclosure of relevant facts relating 

to acts associated with a political objective” (TRC 1999a, 57), as well as the right to subpoena, 

search and seizure. It was the first truth commission to create a witness protection program (ibid, 

49-54). The commission’s work was divided into three committees: the Human Rights Violations 

Committee to inquire into human rights abuses, the Reparation and Rehabilitation Committee to 

draft restorative justice measures, and the Amnesty Committee who dealt with amnesty 

applications (Bakiner 2016, 170).  

 

The commission was mandated to promote national unity and reconciliation by establishing “as 

complete a picture as possible of the causes, nature and extent of the gross violations of human 

rights7 which were committed during the period from 1 March 1960 to the cut-off date [10 May 

1994], including the antecedents, circumstances, factors and context of such violations, as well as 

the perspectives of the victims and the motives and perspectives of the persons responsible for 

the commission of the violations, by conducting investigations and holding hearings” (TRC 

1999a, 55). This included identifying both individuals and organizations responsible of these 

violations, and inquiring into the “fate and whereabouts of victims” (ibid, 55). The commission 

was also to make recommendations on how to prevent future human rights violations, 

recommend reparations for victims to restore their human and civil dignity, and to compile a 

comprehensive report of its findings and recommendations. Moreover, the commission was to 

recommend “the creation of institutions conducive to a stable and fair society and the 

institutional, administrative and legislative measures which should be taken or introduced in 

order to prevent the commission of violations of human rights” (ibid, 57).  

 

The TRCs mandate has been heavily criticized for its limitations, mandating inquiry into only gross 

human rights violation. This restriction prevented inquiry and thus coverage of the forced 

removals of millions of people based on their race, and the everyday practices of apartheid 

policies (Hayner 2011, 266).   

 

 

                                                 
7 Defined as: “(a) the killing, abduction, torture or severe ill treatment of any person; or (b) any attempt, conspiracy, 

incitement, instigation, command or procurement to commit an act referred to in paragraph (a), which emanated 
from conflicts of the past and which was committed during the period 1 March 1960 to 10 May 1994 within or 
outside the Republic, and the commission of which was advised, planned, directed, commanded or ordered, by any 
person acting with a political motive” (TRC 1999a, 60).   
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TRC findings: the ‘truth’ 
 

The findings of the South African TRC are spread across several volumes and thousands of 

pages of the final report, addressing not only the role of the former government and its allies, but 

also the direct role of the resistance movement parties, namely the ANC. In its mandate to 

inquire the “antecedents, circumstances, factors and context” of the gross human rights violation 

committed during the mandated time period, the commission report also provides an extensive 

analysis of the indirect, or passive, role of the civil society which allowed for a culture to arise in 

which the human rights violations of the apartheid era was in part seen as legitimate (TRC 1999c, 

222, 249). The civil society involvement included not only individuals, NGOs and other 

organizations, but also the role of the faith community and institutions. It analyzes the passive 

causal effect of the health sector and of the legislative branch, in allowing the apartheid regime’s 

legislations to pass the bench, as well as the business sector and media’s responsibility (ibid, 252). 

To paint a picture of the range of atrocities committed, and examples of how these were allowed 

to take place, a selection of the accountabilities and responsibilities found by the commission 

follows: 

 

The apartheid state (the government, the civil service and its security forces) was seen as main 

perpetrator of the gross human rights violations that occurred in South Africa 1960-94, and in 

Southern Africa from 1974 (TRC 1999c, 222), although all major role players during the 

mandated period was found to have committed or facilitated gross human rights violations (ibid, 

209). The abuses of the state included, but were not limited to: killings, torture and severe ill-

treatment (including sexual assault, harassment, withholding of food, water and medical attention, 

detention without trial, abduction, the “deliberate manipulation of social divisions in society with 

the intention of mobilizing one group against another” (ibid, 222 f)), judicial killings, “the covert 

training, arming and funding of offensive paramilitary units or hit squads for deployment 

internally against opponents of the government” (ibid, 223) and the destruction of documents by 

the apartheid regime (ibid, 226).    

 

Although acknowledging the resistance movement’s motives as justified, the commission 

differentiated between ‘just war’ and ‘just means’, and found the ANC and its organs guilty of 

perpetrating gross human rights violations during the course of their resistance, much due to 

causing the death of civilians in the use of the landmine campaign (which was ended upon clarity 

that civilians had been impacted) (TRC 1999c, 239).  
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In creating a “climate where violations of human rights abuses were possible” through their 

militant rhetoric, also members of the State Security Council whom were not directly involved in 

security matters, were found guilty of tolerating the violations in their failure to “exercise proper 

care in the words the used; /…/ [to] investigate killings that occurred /…/ [, and] to heed 

complaints about abuse” (TRC 1999c, 218).  

 

Due to the limited mandate of inquiring into the commission’s definitions of gross human rights 

violations, there were many missing pieces to the puzzle of what happened during the apartheid 

era. Inquiry into the forced removal of millions of people from to the apartheid policies is 

excluded from the report (Hayner 2011, 266). Apart from mentioning in the background to the 

commission, everyday policies of apartheid which did not result in direct killings, abduction, 

torture or severe ill-treatment is lacking an address in the report as well. In fact, the legislation 

that the Apartheid regime managed to create is hardly mentioned after the introductory chapters 

of the first volume of the report.  

 

Recommendations 
 

In order to avoid repetition of the conflict and gross human rights abuses it allowed, the findings 

of the TRC final report points to a need to address not only the national level’s state apparatus 

and the judicial institutions that allowed apartheid legislations to pass, and unfair trials and 

detainments to take place, but by and large recommendations need address measures on 

community level to strengthen the civil society to withstand such processes from going 

legitimized in the future. It need address also other factors which allowed a culture of impunity to 

arise, and state officials and personnel to either blindly accept, or be blind to, orders to commit 

human rights violations – to mention only a few. They need also address reparations on the 

individual level to allow victims and perpetrators to reconcile and heal.  

 

In such, the recommendation section of the final report is a disappointment for such a heralded 

commission process. Despite explicit instructions to look into the “antecedents, circumstances, 

factors and context” of the violations, arguably found in the inequalities which the apartheid 

policies embodied, the commission precedes the chapter on recommendations by arguing that 

the “primary task of the Commission was to address the moral, political and legal consequences 

of the apartheid years”, that somehow did not include the socio-economic implications, which 

the commission thought best left to “other structures”. This is contradictory as the next sentence 

reads: “because the work of the Commission includes reconciliation, it needs to unleash a process 



 

 36 

that contributes to economic developments that redress past wrongs as a basis for promoting 

lasting reconciliation. This requires all those who benefited from apartheid, not only those whom 

the Act defines as perpetrators, to commit themselves to the reconciliation process” (TRC 1999c, 

258), and some 50 pages later it is acknowledged that the commission was granted power “to 

make recommendations concerning any matter with a view to promoting or achieving national 

unity and reconciliation” (ibid, 305).  

 

The recommendations address extensive measures to create a ‘culture of human rights’, such as 

ensuring that the TRC material is well-distributed and available to the public, and strengthening 

all sectors of the civil society to enable them to make a “ruthless stand against inefficiency, 

corruption and maladministration at every level of public and private sectors” (TRC 1999c, 278). 

Recommendations are made to introduce a human rights curriculum in schools and in training of 

law enforcement personnel, to address questions of racism, gender discrimination, conflict 

resolution and the rights of children (ibid, 311), and a national day of remembrance is suggested. 

The commission urges for an “open, clean and transparent governance”, which must ensure that 

rule of law is upheld and respected, that accountability is enforced and that corruption is 

uprooted (ibid, 313), yet the commissions finds it “inappropriate to the South African context” 

to recommend lustration of the very government officials which enforced the apartheid policies 

(ibid, 311) – without any support of this argument whatsoever.  

 

The commission vouches for the need to bridge the gap between the disadvantaged and the 

advantaged in the community to reach reconciliation, they argue for a scheme to be created in 

which benefiters of apartheid contribute to the alleviation of poverty, a special fund to be created 

to empower black entrepreneurs in need, and that we much recognize socio-economic rights by 

transforming education, providing shelter to those in need, providing clean water, health services 

and job opportunities, yet the commission’s recommendations are highly perpetrator-oriented 

both before and past this limited victim-oriented section. Section follows section on how to 

reintegrate the perpetrators, how to deal with amnesties, how to rehabilitate prisoners and ensure 

human rights are upheld in prisons through public awareness and monitoring of prison 

conditions, yet very little focus is put on reparations for victims of the violations. This is also 

emphasized by the Human Rights Violations Committee to recommend reparations to victims, 

whereas the Amnesty Committee had the power to grant amnesties (Cole 2007, 174).  

 

In the judicial field, recommendations are made to not only change the compositions of judges in 

the high court to be more representative of both gender and race, but to improve the education 
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system and create a fast-track judicial training program for blacks and females interested in 

judicial appointment (TRC 1999c, 326). Less legislation controlling the media is also and a 

broader diversity of opinions to be published in media outlets recommended (ibid, 341 f).  

 

Follow-up institutions  
 

The TRC recommended the creation of follow-up institutions with “a limited secretariat and a 

fixed life span”, to oversee the implementation of recommendations, reparations, and 

rehabilitation policies. This follow-up institution was to facilitate financial reparation, the issuance 

of death certificates and assistance with exhumations and burials by the appropriate ministry, 

facilitate resolution of any legal matters of violations not yet resolved, and facilitate renaming of 

streets, building of monuments and memorials to commemorate the past (TRC 1999c, 312 f).  

 

Endorsement of the commission’s work and publication of the report 
 

Mandated by the South African government, the commission’s work was highly endorsed. The 

final report was however not well received. While the expectation was to find resistance against 

the report amongst the former regime, and wholehearted endorsement by the ANC, leaders of 

the ANC were disappointed to find that the commission held the party accountable for human 

rights violations and tried to stop the publication of the report. Various political actors 

denounced the report, but the personal intervention by President Mandela saved its publication 

(Bakiner 2016, 1, 172). The report was handed over to Mandela on October 29, 1998, and has 

been widely disseminated and is available online (USIP 2017).  
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6. Analysis 

 

Evidence is found to support the hypothesis that a truth commission established by an 

international body is more likely to construct a final report that lays the groundwork for direct 

political impact, ensuring that the causes of the conflict are addressed/the atrocities perpetrated 

will not be repeated. Whether this result is generalizable to apply to all truth commissions 

working under the same fruitful conditions is however contestable, much due to the limited 

inquiry that this thesis had resources to conduct. Even if the hypothesis finds support within the 

case comparison South Africa – Timor-Leste, this is not to say that all internationally established 

TRCs will reach the same results, nor that all governmentally-established TRCs will fail to address 

the causes of the conflict, and the atrocities perpetrated. Explanations for this is found in the 

very nature of truth commissions: they are all established under extremely differing conditions, 

where no case is the other alike. Furthermore, exceptions are bound to exist where internationally 

founded commissions have failed and vice versa. As mentioned previously, this study is - for 

these reasons, and the risks of problems with validity and reliability which the constraints of the 

study have caused - not to be seen as conclusive, but suggestive. It is to be seen as a contribution 

to the field in terms of testing new methods and attempting to fill a (to this author’s knowledge – 

gap in the literature) and thus it can be used as an avenue for further research and development 

of methods.    

 

In the Timor-Leste case, the material found points to a highly participatory commission creation 

process, in which the commission was ultimately established by the UNTAET, an international 

body. No limitations were found in the mandate, nor in findings or recommendations, indicating 

that the first section of the proposed process was correct. In examining the preconditions for 

direct political impact, the results are illustrated in the table below.  

 

Table 1. Results on preconditions for direct political impact (DV): Timor-Leste 

 Indicator 1:  

Inclusive 

recommendations 

Indicator 2:  

Suggestion for 

follow-up 

institutions 

Indicator 3:  

Public 

endorsement by 

government 

Indicator 4:  

Gov. 

publication of 

final report  

Yes/no/other Yes Yes Yes Other 

 

The government’s lack of will to discuss the report in parliament, and the seemingly limited 



 

 39 

dissemination that the report has had within Timor-Leste and Indonesia, came as a surprise, 

particularly given the findings of the report, mainly attributing the violence to Indonesia. It must 

however be acknowledged that formal acceptance of a report containing such wide accusation 

towards the neighboring country, may put Timor-Leste at risk for renewed violence, as shown by 

the 1999 crisis that followed the referendum on independence. Although this attack did not go 

unseen from the international society, it was a strong signal from the neighbor to stay in place, 

and is likely to be the cause of resistance to accept the report. Moreover, as the theory section 

explains, this factor is likely to be hard-reached for the simple reason that a broad mandate will 

prevent self-gaining political agendas from being enacted in the commission mandate. It is 

nonetheless a factor which is crucial for the potential for direct political impact, and certainly an 

avenue for further research.  

 

In the South African case, the governmentally-established truth commission did, as expected, 

entail a mandate that excluded all the forced removals and everyday practices of Apartheid, 

ultimately a gain for the former regime. This is not a surprising finding, despite that is was an 

ANC-led government that established the commission. The causal mechanism is found in the 

drafting process of the mandate, and ultimately in the set-up of the government at this time. As 

the Government of National Unity was a body of both the ANC, the NP and various other 

political parties, government officials of the very regime that enacted the apartheid policies were 

still involved in the mandate drafting, unable to be ousted from office due to the ‘sunset clause’ 

of the interim constitution (see the results section). Following this tainted process, it comes as no 

surprise that the commission’s findings were limited in line with the mandate, and that 

recommendations involved not enacting lustration of government officials from the former 

regime whom were still in a position of power. Nor was it unexpected to find a highly 

perpetrator-oriented recommendations chapter, focusing on how to make the transition easier 

for those who had committed atrocious human rights violations during the apartheid era, rather 

than on how to help the victims. What did oppose expectations was the attempt by the ANC 

(whose supporters were mainly apartheid victims and the findings were still highly in favor for) to 

stop the report when it was settled that the members who had committed human rights 

violations, although the cause was justified, were accountable for these. This does however 

indicate the biased agenda that the theory predicted, also from the side of the ANC. Although, it 

must be acknowledged that then elected President Mandela still endorsed the report, and stopped 

his own party members from preventing publication of the report.  
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Results on the dependent variable are illustrated in the table below.  

 

Table 2. Results on preconditions for direct political impact (DV): South Africa 

 Indicator 1:  

Inclusive 

recommendations 

 

Indicator 2:  

Suggestion for 

follow-up 

institutions  

Indicator 3:  

Public 

endorsement by 

government 

Indicator 4:  

Gov. 

publication of 

final report 

Yes/no/other No Yes Yes Yes, with party 

reservations 

 

 

It must be emphasized once more that the case study section on findings is limited and likely to 

have missed out relevant information. However, even if the findings were to be more extensive 

than theoretically expected in a government-established TRC, i.e if the TRC’s operationally 

autonomous commissioners saw through the bias in the drafted mandate and attempted to bridge 

these by suggesting more extensive recommendations, the mandate will not have allowed them to 

collect testimonies on these abuses, thus rendering the recommendations illegitimate due to lack 

of enough empirical support for implementation (used as a tactic to avoid addressing the issue). 

Either way, it will result in incomplete reparations.  

 

7. Summary and Conclusion 
 

This thesis set out to answer what effect an international establisher of a truth commission have 

on the potential for direct political impact, as opposed to a government-established commission. 

With a comparative qualitative study, it found support for the theoretically-derived hypothesis 

that a truth commission established by an international body such as the UN is more likely to 

construct a final report that lays the groundwork for direct political impact, a report which 

addresses the causes of conflict and the atrocities made, all of which are required to ensure non-

repetition of the conflict. Thus, the form of the establishing body seems to have a crucial impact 

on the very potential for a truth commission to be an agent of political change, but is it important 

to acknowledge the limitations of these results. Due to high risk of issues of validity, in particular 

regarding the scope of recommendations as the major indicator of potential for direct political 

impact, and equally of reliability from incapability to thoroughly study the complete findings and 
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recommendations of the final reports (amounting to several thousands of pages each), the 

strength of the study of its own can be questioned. More so is there a grave issue of 

generalizability, having only looked at two opposing cases. To truly find convincing results, a far 

larger study must be conducted including more truth commissions established by both 

government and international bodies, but in order to do so scholars must overcome the 

methodological issues of the widely varying contexts of each commission, and the varying degree 

of fruitful circumstances empowering them. Although this thesis set out to be a valued 

contribution to the research field, and a stronger study in terms of improved research design and 

increased resources very well may have been such, it is saddening to admit that it would be wrong 

to argue that this thesis has made an important contribution in its current state. It did however 

set out to be explorative and suggestive, rather than conclusive, and as such it has fulfilled its 

purpose. The research design needs to be altered to find a more valid and reliable 

operationalization of the dependent variable, and far more time must be allowed to evaluate the 

reports. Moreover, a more comparable source of the causes of conflicts must be determined, as 

the quality of truth commission reports is extremely varying, as clearly found in conducting this 

study.   

 

In the introductory chapter of this work, it was insinuated that regardless of the how big or small 

a contribution to the truth-seeking field a study is, it is still of utmost importance for the 

development of the field. Every success and every failure brings something to the table, that one 

day will help us find a set of mechanisms to offer divided societies in order to help them use the 

scorched earth that is left of their former homes, to create even stronger new ones, and a 

stronger culture, which can resist forces to make the past repeat itself. The East Timorese report 

captured this well:  

 

“These many voices, from across the country, have given Timor-Leste a priceless asset. They tell 

us who we are, what we have been through, what we have lost, and show us the value of what we 

have gained. /…/ From their stories we see more clearly both the extremes of human dignity 

and of human degradation that were manifested in our country during these 25 years. We must 

learn from both sides of this human story. We must acknowledge our potential for both 

extremes, and strive always to bring the best of our humanity into our lives and relationships – 

our families, our communities and our nation – each day as we build a new future.” (CAVR 2005, 

16).  
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