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South Africa
South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) sought to build “a historic bridge between the past of a deeply divided society characterised by strife, conflict, untold suffering and injustice, and a future founded on the recognition of human rights, democracy and peaceful co-existence”. The media’s participation in this process was unprecedented in truth commissions elsewhere in the world; yet its effect on proceedings remains under-researched. This paper looks at the way in which the Commission was used as a vehicle for nation-building, with a particular focus on the media’s interpretation of events (particularly as portrayed in the weekly television programme Special Report). The paper argues that the TRC’s objectives were compromised by its narrow focus on gross human rights violations, thereby recognising only the extraordinary in the suffering and brutality of a relatively small number of victims and perpetrators. While the makers of Special Report seemed aware of these limitations, and in some cases attempted to overcome them, in many ways the ‘narrow’ focus of the TRC was perpetuated by media portrayals. The paper argues that many of the TRC findings (of the human rights hearings in particular) were never publicised, and that a particular ‘spectacular’ version of South Africa’s history was favoured – not only because of the way in which the TRC was conceived, but also because of viewer expectations and codes and conventions inherent to media constructions. 

