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These empirical studies hypothesize that truth, in and of itself, may not further the goal of societal reconciliation, as indicated through agreement with Archbishop Tutu’s promoted values of forgiveness and common humanity.  Rather it is the context in which the truth is told that enables it to be beneficial.  Study 1 finds that exposure to the violent narratives publicized at truth commission hearings decreased participants’ willingness to forgive but had no effect on their belief in a common humanity.  However, when those narratives were placed in the context of the healing purpose of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), the negative effects were ameliorated or even reversed.  The limitations of the experimental methodology were addressed with Study 2, which found that among 18-19 year old South Africans, more knowledge of the healing purpose of the TRC was associated with greater agreement with values of forgiveness and common humanity.  This latter finding points to the importance of the Commission’s reconciliatory rationale entering the society’s communal memory.  Together, these complementary studies, experimental and correlational, imply that in countries that choose to address a history of violence with a publicized truth commission, the healing purpose of the commission must be continually stressed in order to encourage reconciliatory values both at the time of the hearings and beyond.

