What Can Reasonably be Expected from a Truth Commission? 

An examination of East-Timorese and Togolese views
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The personal views of a sample of 923 ordinary citizens living in the Dili area of East Timor or in the Lomé area of Togo, on the possible objectives, functions, powers, and composition of truth commissions, were examined. These citizens were either already familiarized with the concrete work of a truth commission in their country (East-Timor) or were sensitized to the idea of the creation of a truth commission in their country under the auspices of the United Nations (Togo). An overwhelming majority of participants from both countries felt that after a troubled period, truth commissions are really needed. They considered that these commissions must be composed of individuals who could maintain their independence from political pressures, and that they must hear any person who solicits a hearing and have subpoena power. They considered that these commissions must work in the country, in coordination with international institutions, and that their work must be highly publicized. Citizens polled strongly valued the “symbolic” nature of truth commissions. Some clear priorities were promoting reconciliation between parties, strengthening the respect for universal human rights, acquiring as much knowledge about past atrocities as possible, and restoring the dignity of victims.  They clearly disagreed with the views that their work should have for objective the punishment or banishment of the perpetrators and their accomplices.  They neither expected truth commissions to exercise a therapeutic effect on victims of atrocities, nor to recommend or implement social and economical reforms.

