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1.  Introduction 
 

The change from interstate to intrastate conflicts upon the end of the Cold War has 

posed a major challenge to peacebuilding practitioners and researchers alike. It gave 

rise to the paradigm of transitional justice which over time has come to include an 

array of processes and mechanisms designed to assist societies in coming to terms 

with justice and reconciliation in the fragile post-conflict periods when risks of 

resumed violence were and are at their very highest (Collier et al. 2003, 7; Brounéus 

2007; United Nations Secretary-General 2004).   

In the early days, these mechanisms were primarily concerned with atrocity justice. 

In addition to promoting accountability, breaking the cycle of impunity and restoring 

faith in state institutions and the rule of law, it was believed that an ‘individualization 

of accountability’ for past offences could occur by transferring the desire for revenge 

from the people to higher authorities, thus facilitating the route to reconciliation 

otherwise hindered by stigmas of collective guilt hovering over entire communities in 

the transitional years (Kostić 2007, 33; Sharp 2018; Brounéus 2007). Empirical 

evidence however came to speak for the contrary, indicating that criminal justice was 

not only insufficient and at times detrimental to what remained of the ruptured social 

fabric (Delpla 2016, 215–25; Hodzic 2010, 134), but that imposition of Western 

conceptions of criminal justice in countries and cultures incongruent with them 

“brought down with it any local, traditional, and religious reconciliation measures 

otherwise practiced, along with any attention to the deeper root causes of the conflict, 

such as historic legacies of colonial rule, structural violence, or socio-economic 

disparities, to mention only a few” (Lindqvist 2017 based on Sharp 2018, 15).  

Where legal recourses failed to bring justice to the people in the conceptual 

understanding that they held, the nascence of the truth commission offered a solution 

to help victims and perpetrators alike find a way to coexist and ultimately reconcile – 

focusing not on penal justice, but rather on restorative justice in a victim-centered 
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process that offered voice1 to the people. It inherently remedied many of the obstacles 

met in international criminal justice, while still breaking the culture of silence and 

impunity, and deterring future crime in the promotion of accountability (Brahm 2007; 

Mendeloff 2004). The truth commission was not bound by the rules of criminal 

evidence collection but allowed for a broader perspective to be employed, making the 

commission a far more inclusive measure. It provided a platform to recover the truth 

about past abuses and reconcile the multilayered and conflicting narratives that 

victims, perpetrators, and bystanders alike held, building a foundation upon which 

fractured nations could slowly rebuild – with the ultimate goal of achieving 

sustainable peace (Bloomfield et al. 2003, 125 f).  

Defined as an institution that: “(1) 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 

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” (Hayner 

2011, 11 f), the truth commission had great potential to deliver these virtues – and at 

first, when in Argentina it was created for the right reasons2, it did.  

The locally requested and admirable truth-seeking enterprise in Argentina however 

soon came to be replaced by internationally prescribed truth-telling, all the while 

maintaining assumptions that such commissions would “catalyze psychological and 

socioemotional healing”, lead to reconciliation and healing, and provide restorative 

justice in itself (Millar 2011, 180; Nadler and Shnabel 2008). The perceived success 

of the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) founded upon the 

same beliefs further reinforced these assumptions. In the words of Rosalind Shaw, it 

“valorized” truth telling as “the best, if not the only, way to achieve the redefinition of 

collective memory” (Shaw 2005, 1; Millar 2011, 182). The assumed think between 

                                                

 
1 Voice, as originally defined, refers to people’s ability to express their views and opinions in a 
decision-making process (Folger 1977), which Holly Guthrey in her doctoral dissertation on the topic 
suggested should be extended also to really being heard (Guthrey 2015a), arguably a core tenet of a 
successful truth commission.  
2 The first truth commission was set up in Uganda but has been heavily criticized and largely seen as a 
failure because the government used it as a means to steer ‘the truth’ in its favor and legitimize its own 
rule. The first widely known truth commission, however, was the 1983 National Commission on the 
Disappeared in Argentina, which delivered exactly what the people wanted and was thus believed to 
constitute a form of justice in itself (Hayner 2011, 10; Millar 2011, 180). 
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truth and reconciliation has since then been reiterated so often that it has come to 

achieve “the status of a truism” (Borer 2006 in Brahm 2007).  

Much like the initial atrocity justice efforts, empirical evaluations of truth 

commissions have nonetheless yielded widely different results – both within and 

between levels of analysis – and remain inconclusive to this day (Hirsch, MacKenzie, 

and Sesay 2012; Bakiner 2016). It is from this lacuna of contradictive research that 

this thesis holds its roots. Before narrowing down to the specific area of interest and 

the theoretical framework that drives this study, a further description of previous 

research – and its pitfalls – is however required.   

1.1. Previous research and methodological biases 

Empirical findings 

On the global and cross-national level, Olsen, Payne and Reiter (2010) have found 

that truth commissions have a positive effect on democracy and human rights when 

combined with amnesties and trials3, but are associated with both less democracy and 

greater human rights abuses when operating independently of other measures. Kim 

and Sikkink (2010), on the other hand, have asserted that truth commissions have a 

positive effect on human rights even when used alone, albeit displaying an increased 

positive effect when combined with prosecutions. Yet more contradictory is 

Wiebelhaus-Brahm's (2010) research, which identified a negative effect on human 

rights in a large-N study, but a positive impact in his small-N qualitative study.  

 Proceeding to durable peace, Lie et al. (2007) have found that TRCs only have a 

positive contribution in democratic states and not in the non-democratic states where 

they are most often established, whereas Loyle and Appel (2017) have concluded that 

the determining factor as to when transitional justice measures positively impact 

sustainable peace lies in the measures’ ability to address and lessen grievances that 

occurred as a result of the conflict.  

On the national level, Cilliers et al. (2016) brought hope to the discourse in 

identifying a positive relationship between truth-telling and societal reconciliation in 

                                                

 
3 All the while, Lie et al. (2007) have identified a relationship between amnesties and both 
destabilization and non-durable peace, whereas Snyder and Vinjamuri (2003) have found amnesties to 
promote durable peace better than both trials and truth commissions. 
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Sierra Leone, but unfortunately it proved to have come at the expense of individual 

well-being. Equally conflicting was James Gibson’s study of the South African TRC, 

which showed that the commission’s work had contributed to reconciliation amongst 

the white population with similar results also amongst the Asian and colored 

population but had generated opposite results amongst the black population4 (Gibson 

2004, 2006). 

On the individual level, at last, both positive and negative experiences have been 

conveyed from testifying in truth commissions and other truth-telling projects, as 

reported amongst others in the contexts of the South African (Byrne 2004), East 

Timorese (Stanley 2009) and Solomon Islands Truth and Reconciliation Commissions  

(Guthrey 2014, 2015b; Brounéus 2019), as well as in the Rwandan gacaca courts 

(Brounéus 2008, 2010). Investigating the cause of these disparities, Guthrey has 

suggested that the causal mechanism determining the ultimate outcome lies in the 

facilitation of voice, not only in terms of being part of the decision-making process 

and being allowed to share views and opinions, but in terms of really being heard. 

Voice in truth-telling processes, she argued, can facilitate victim healing by the 

creation of three pathways: social acknowledgement, empowerment, and catharsis. 

Similarly, inhibition of either one of the three pathways will result in negative 

experiences with testifying, an important lesson for future truth-telling mechanisms 

(Guthrey 2015). Her findings reflect Byrne’s (2004), whose in-depth interviews with 

30 black South African survivors who had testified in the truth commission showed 

that a small portion of the interviewees (7 of 30) had in fact received a cathartic 

experience (Byrne 2004). Catharsis and early signs of healing effects are however not 

a guarantee of positive long-term consequences, as a cathartic moment in relation to 

testifying may still revert into ill-health in the long haul. Researching such effects of 

public truth-telling in the Rwandan gacaca courts, Brounéus has found not only 

extensive evidence of re-traumatization, but also of ill-health, isolation, insecurity, 

depression and PTSD as a result of testifying (Brounéus 2008, 2010). Relatedly, 

neither Kelsall (2005), Shaw (2005), nor Millar (Millar 2011) have been able to find 

                                                

 
4 However, he found no indicator that the commission’s work had led to irreconciliation, offering some 
hope for the future (Gibson 2004).  
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any positive benefits from testifying in the Sierra Leonean commission. In fact, all 

three concluded that the Sierra Leonean TRC had failed to contribute to local 

experiences of not only justice, but also of healing and reconciliation.  

 

Methodological biases and underlying assumptions 

These disconcerting and ambiguous results have left researchers and policymakers 

baffled. While findings from the authors above has brought research a long way 

towards understanding the complexity of truth commissions and their varying 

outcomes, much territory still remains unventured, by and large due to common 

methodological biases reported in the field. These relate to researchers speaking at 

cross-purposes due to varying dependent variables and different interpretations of the 

same material (Byrne 2004), definitional ambiguity and imprecise measurements of 

often very abstract concepts, as well as reliance on anecdotal evidence from a small 

subset of cases (Mendeloff 2004). They also concern truth commissions’ different 

goals and purposes5 and their vastly shifting opportunities to achieve their mandates6.  

These all have an impact of the ultimate success of the commission, whichever 

way ‘success’ is defined (see e.g. Hayner 2011; Sarkin 2018) and ultimately render 

cross-case studies immensely difficult to design  – an issue that this thesis offers a 

pilot solution to, addressed at length further on.  

In recent years, the methodological problems above have also been accompanied 

by a new category of critique directed not at the research itself, but rather upon major 

flaws in the truth commission creation process, namely in the normative assumptions 

that underpin and justify the commissions’ establishment and may explain their 

diverse outcomes. An increasing number of scholars have suggested that the 

underlying assumption that sharing one’s story is cathartic and healing, thus 

                                                

 
5 In an empirical study of truth commissions’ stated goals, Holly Guthrey asserted that while truth was 
listed in the mandate of 32/40 commissions, reconciliation – the focus of this thesis – was only 
mentioned in 25/40 commissions, while preventing the recurrence of violence and achieving healing 
was stated in less than half of the cases (18/40) (Guthrey 2015).  
6 For example, de facto independence of the commissions, budget, number of years of operation, the 
choice of and independence of commissioners, support from the population, the representation of 
various social groups in the commission’s work, the hearing format (open or closed hearings), powers 
to subpoena, amnesties, assistance to victims, whether the final report is published and disseminated, 
and – most importantly – the scope of the commission mandate.  
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advancing reconciliation and ultimately peace, has been based on “flawed 

assumptions and faith” (Mendeloff 2004 in Bronéus 2008, 58; Bronéus 2007, 11), on 

“Judeo-Christian [or Abrahemic] theology and Western theories of psychological 

healing”, lacking any empirical support thereof (Millar 2011, 178). Only in recent 

years have researchers set out to test this assumption, jointly concluding that there is a 

great disconnect or ‘friction’ (Tsing 2011) between theory and practice due to the 

failure to ground truth-telling processes in local socio-cultural norms and practices, or 

in local conceptualizations of terms such as ‘reconciliation’ and ‘justice’ (Hirsch, 

MacKenzie, and Sesay 2012; Robins 2012).  

1.2. Research question and aims 

This thesis sets out to contribute to the discussions above by addressing the 

methodological biases from previous research and offering a novel solution from the 

field of artificial intelligence to the inherently difficult design of cross-case studies of 

truth commission success. In applying this new methodology, namely a sentiment 

analysis of news media, it tests a theory developed from a critical review of past 

research on the various factors that affect such success with a particular focus on the 

Judeo-Christian assumptions above. Moreover, the applied theoretical framework and 

methodology opens up for future systematic cross-case comparisons, allowing for 

socio-cultural adaptations for each unique case to take place within the general 

framework. 

Inspired by the broader puzzle of how the perceived legitimacy of truth 

commissions affect preconditions for reconciliation (the macro model), it narrows 

down to an empirical test of three theoretically derived legitimacy components: 

procedural justice and fairness, provision of promised benefits and respectful and 

dignified treatment (the micro model). The research question in effect thus becomes 

‘What role does procedural justice and fairness, provision of promised benefits, and 

respectful and dignified treatment have on perceived truth commission legitimacy?’.  

The question is answered by means of a cross-temporal analysis of the fulfillment 

of these components, in comparison with the over-time public perceptions of the 

South African and Canadian TRCs, as gauged by the sentiment analysis of news 

media discussing these commissions.   
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1.3. Disposition 

The chapters ahead will proceed as follows. Chapter 2 will present the theoretical 

framework guiding this study. It commences with a presentation of the larger macro 

model that explains how a perceptively legitimate truth commission can facilitate 

preconditions for profound reconciliation, the answer of which is found at the 

intersection of legitimacy theory and the Elaboration Likelihood Model. It then 

proceeds to introduce and conceptualize legitimacy, describing how the three 

components above came about and how they have been addressed in previous 

research. Chapter 3 presents the methodology of this thesis, commencing with a 

description of the Structured Focused Comparison (SFC) model and the codebook 

that guides the between-case analysis, along with a description of data sources for the 

independent variables and the case selection process. They are followed by a 

presentation of the sentiment analysis method, the employed tool ‘VADER’, 

methodological decisions made, and a short data source section. Chapter 4 and 5 

presents the results, analysis and conclusion, followed by a set of appendices with all 

graphs from the sentiment analysis compiled.  
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2.  Theoretical framework 
 

2.1. Reconciliation as attitude change: the macro model 

In order to tip the fragile scale between positive and negative peace in transitioning 

societies, the late President of the United States Institute of Peace, Richard Solomon, 

once argued that long-time antagonists must not merely lay down their arms, but they 

must achieve profound reconciliation – reconciliation that will endure because it is 

“sustained by a society wide network of relationships and mechanisms that promote 

justice and address the root causes of enmity” (as cited in Guthrey 2015, 2).  

Building onto Solomon’s legacy, Karen Brounéus set out to investigate the 

components of such profound reconciliation as stipulated in previous research. She 

concluded that it ought to be seen as a societal process which “involves mutual 

acknowledgement of past suffering, and the changing of attitudes and behavior into 

constructive relationships toward sustainable peace" (as cited in Brounéus 2019, 2). 

As such, she emphasized that reconciliation is not a remote goal to be achieved, but 

an ongoing process aimed at finding a way to balance issues such as truth and 

reconciliation in order to facilitate the slow transformation of both emotion, attitude, 

and behavior of all those involved in, or affected by, the conflict.  

How truth commissions may facilitate the creation of these processes can be 

understood by looking closer into the social psychology of attitude change, namely at 

the intersection of legitimacy theory and the Elaboration Likelihood Model of 

persuasion (ELM) – at how a public perception that the truth commission is legitimate 

can facilitate people’s ability to engage with and/or ultimately accept a new 

understanding of the complexity of the past, a requirement for attitude change to 

occur if one is to embrace Brounéus’ and Solomon’s reasonings. The following pages 

will elaborate on what these concepts entail.   
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2.1.1. Introducing legitimacy 

Nascent in Thucycides’ problematizing of what renders power legitimate to rule, the 

concept of legitimacy has been closely studied for over 2500 years. Developed 

through the works of Plato’s Republic and Aristotle’s Politics, the ancient Greeks 

posited that political stability would only prevail if authority was considered 

legitimate, that is, if it was founded upon constitutionalism and consent. While 

stability is possible through exertion of coercive power, such means are costly and 

largely ineffective: to obtain even modest and limited amounts of influence, enormous 

transaction costs are required - a rare commodity in post-conflict contexts (Zelditch 

2001). The Age of Enlightenment through Hobbes’ Leviathan and Roussau’s The 

Social Contract proposed a far more sustainable alternative of achieving legitimacy, 

which has stood the test of time: the notion of individuals willingly surrendering some 

of their natural freedoms to an authorized and thus legitimate governing body in 

exchange for political order and protection of legal rights – ‘the social contract’ (Tyler 

2006).  

Heavily influenced by the ancient Greek prerequisites of constitutionalism and 

consent, the modern day application of legitimacy has come to refer to the belief or 

perception of the general public that an authority, institution, or social arrangement is 

“appropriate, proper, and just” (Tyler 2006, 375), a belief or perception that socio-

psychologists have described as dependent upon an  entity’s fit within our internalized 

and socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions (Suchman 

1995, 574, in Tyler 2006, 377). The argument goes that when entities align 

themselves with these internalized norms and values, they instill in the public a self-

regulatory mechanism that encourages them to assume the responsibilities and 

obligations that are associated with upholding these norms and values – with 

upholding their end of the social contract. Thus legitimacy facilitates a voluntary 

acquiescence and deference to the entity in question, indeed a motivation to defer to 

the entity by appeals to our internalized norms and values (Levi, Sacks, and Tyler 

2009, 378)7. This mechanism enables not only efficient governing or management, 

                                                

 
7 This reasoning is based on Max Weber’s Politics as a Vocation, as well as on findings by 
psychologists French and Raven (1959).  



From the Ashes of Scorched Earth  Angelica Lindqvist-McGowan 

 

 

15 

and shaping of citizens’ reactions to the entity’s policies, but can even provide it with 

“grounds for eliciting citizen support other than appeals to immediate self-interest”, as 

appeals to our internalized norms and values guide our behavior separately from the 

impact of incentives and sanctions (ibid, 355). To that end:  

“[i]n a new political system few resources are more coveted than political legitimacy. 
Legitimacy is an endorphin of the democratic body politic; it is the substance that oils 
the machinery of democracy, reducing the friction that inevitably arises when people 
are not able to get everything they want from politics. Legitimacy is loyalty; it is a 
reservoir of goodwill that allows the institutions of government to go against what 
people may want at the moment without suffering debilitating consequences” 
(Gibson 2004, 289, in Tyler 2006, 381).  

Albeit truth commissions rarely require citizen compliance in the traditional or 

historical sense, the proposition that legitimacy can reduce frictions when outcomes 

are not what the public wished – be they lack of proper reparations or an official 

narrative of past abuses vastly different from the one the public has internalized – can 

play a crucial role in facilitating attitude change. Because legitimacy enhances the 

institutional credibility of the truth commission, its messages from the proceedings 

become more trustworthy and persuasive and thus citizens become more likely to 

engage with the material in a meaningful way. When the public starts questioning 

their previous beliefs about good and evil, a positive attitude change towards 

sustainable peace can slowly take place. In the words of James Gibson:  

 “[w]ithout legitimacy in the eyes of ordinary people, a truth commission cannot 

effectively promulgate its views about the past. Legitimate institutions are credible, 

and credible institutions hold the potential to persuade people. To the extent that 

people can be persuaded to adopt a nuanced view of the struggles of the past, 

reconciliation itself becomes possible” (Gibson 2009, 141).  

2.2. The Elaboration Likelihood Model 

The socio-psychological theory known as the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) 

offers further insight into how truth commission legitimacy can facilitate attitude 

change through engagement with and/or acceptance of new information – in this 

context referring to the output from the truth commission proceedings, including not 

only public hearings and any outreach events implemented by the commission, but 

also the content of the final report. The theory posits that there are two possible routes 
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to persuade receivers (here the truth commission constituents – the citizens and public 

at large) to accept the new information: the central and peripheral routes (Petty and 

Cacioppo 1986).  

2.2.1. The central route of ELM  

The central route is more complex in so far as it requires an active participation of the 

constituents, namely thoughtful consideration of the new information provided. For 

careful consideration to take place, the theory posits, the constituents must have both 

the motivation and ability to engage with the material. If the constituents either do not 

care about the information (lack motivation), or have trouble understanding or 

accessing it (lack ability), the persuasion will fail (Gibson 2009).  

It was this route that James Gibson relied upon when he made the novel connection 

between legitimacy theory and ELM in his analysis of the South African Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission’s efficiency (Gibson 2009). Two significant weaknesses 

can however be identified in his analysis. The first refers to the exclusion of the 

equally crucial prerequisite for any meaningful engagement to serve its purpose, 

which resides in the public’s motivation and willingness to testify (and testify 

truthfully) before the commission, for without representative testimonies, the ‘truth’ 

that is presented by the commission is likely to be skewed. Thus, people’s ability and 

motivation are not only imperative for the central route in order to enable engagement 

with the material in the context of truth commissions, but also to provide the material. 

The second weakness refers to Gibson’s failure to acknowledge that ELM theory also 

includes the peripheral route to persuasion. This is particularly interesting because the 

two routes held together match perfectly the legitimizing myths once presented by 

Max Weber.   

2.2.2. Weber’s legitimizing myths 

The legitimizing myths consists of a set of justifications which according to Weber’s 

theory can be employed to the populous’ internal system in order to instill the 

perception that an entity is legitimate (Levi, Sacks, and Tyler 2009, 378). In the early 

20th century, he theorized that there were three possible pathways to create such 

‘myths’ (known as the ‘pure types’ of legitimacy) which could be used in their own or 
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in combination with each other. These were bestowed rational-legal authority, 

traditional authority, and/or charismatic authority (Weber and Dreijmanis 2008, 127 

f). 

Much in line with the practice of liberal peace theory and Sharp’s (2018) cutting 

critique to the misplaced priorities in transitional justice practices, most materialized 

interpretations of Weber’s legitimacy principles have focused upon the Western 

rational-legal pathway. It is born from a strong belief in the legality of the rule and 

thus the legal rights of the governing body to issue commands onto its population 

upon election or appointment through legal procedures, as exemplified by Western 

bureaucracy and thus most often applied in Western interventions (Weber and 

Dreijmanis 2008, 127 f), arguably also by Gibson given his narrow focus on 

procedural justice and fairness as particularly defining of what a perceptively 

legitimate truth commission must have achieved.    

Legitimacy can however also be asserted through two other pathways, according to 

Weber. The first, traditional authority, entails a belief in traditional systems and 

authority based on history, on “the eternal yesterday” or “the authority of custom” 

(Weber and Dreijmanis 2008, 127 f). Such authority is often inherited, exemplified by 

patriarchs and patrimonies. The second pathway, charismatic authority, is instead 

based upon the charisma of certain leaders who legitimize their authority to rule 

through personal characteristics or actions that motivates and inspires the people, that 

inhibits trust and devotion for them. This includes religious leaders, warlords, 

demagogues and various group leaders (ibid).  

While the first pathways mirror the central route to persuasion as proposed by 

ELM theory, the latter two correspond perfectly to the alternative avenue that Gibson 

failed to acknowledge: the peripheral route. 

2.2.3. The peripheral route of ELM 

The peripheral route to persuasion opens up a major avenue for truth commissions to 

disseminate its messages and achieve its end goals (given representative witness 

participation in the truth-telling process), because it in line with ELM can occur even 

if the receivers (the constituents) lack the ability and/or motivation otherwise required 

for the central route to take place. Indeed, the theory posits that people may choose to 

(sometimes blindly) accept a message if it comes from a credible or legitimate source 
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– be it from proven knowledge in the field, such as an expert; from traditional power 

sources, such as local chiefs or religious leaders; or from particularly attractive or 

likeable characteristics of the person, such as looks or a talent for speaking that 

motivates people to mobilize behind them (Petty and Cacioppo 1986), matching 

Weber’s traditional and charismatic pathways to legitimacy. Thus, truth commissions 

themselves do not have to be fully trusted by the general public, as long as there are 

trusted and legitimate ‘ambassadors’ that trust them and will help disseminate their 

messages to the people, thus coming from a – for the people – legitimate source.  

2.2.4. Weighing the two routes to persuasion against each other  

Returning to Gibson’s omission of the peripheral route in his own analysis, there is a 

logical reason as to why he either failed to acknowledge it or chose to omit it.  

First, the central route is believed to hold a greater temporal persistence (Petty and 

Cacioppo 1986), thus constituting the safest option in the journey towards sustainable 

peace, for if profound reconciliation is to be achieved, the attitude change that occurs 

must also have such temporal resistance that the new – positive – attitudes towards 

one another hold the test of time.  

Second, it comes naturally that Gibson would not have considered the peripheral 

route to be part of his theory of legitimacy, given that the international community has 

largely neglected traditional forms of conflict resolution mechanisms until only the 

past few years. Much in line with Sharp’s cutting critique of the field of transitional 

justice, traditional mechanisms have fallen in oblivion in favor of the Western view of 

‘justice’ as atrocity justice, with all that comes with it. In yet another attempt of 

finding a ‘cookie-cutter approach’ to transitional justice, Gibson simply may not have 

considered such a seemingly arbitrary and unpredictable pathway to legitimacy as 

relevant to include, or he may have omitted it due to the limited impact that the 

international community could have had in facilitating it. The central pathway, after 

all, can be carefully designed.  

Whatever his reasoning was, this thesis intends to remedy Gibson’s omission by 

employing a measure of legitimacy that facilitates incorporation of both routes to 

persuasion by means of a proxy discussed at length in the methodology chapter.  

Having formed a greater understanding of the psychology behind legitimacy and 

its theorized causal relationship with attitude change and reconciliation, we will now 
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turn to a discussion of how previous research have operationalized legitimacy for 

systematic comparison (primarily within the realms of Weber’s rational-legal 

pathway), of what ought to be added in order to incorporate the traditional and 

charismatic pathways and of what lessons can be learnt from all of the above for 

application to truth commissions.  

2.3. Operationalizing legitimacy 

Previous attempts to identify the components of legitimacy have largely been placed 

in the context of state or governmental legitimacy (also known as political or 

institutional legitimacy), reflecting the ancient Greek understanding of the concept 

and Weber’s legal-rational pathway. It has led to an apparent division between 

proponents of so-called process-oriented theories of legitimacy and proponents of 

outcome-oriented theories. Both of these will inform the legitimacy measure 

employed in this thesis through various levels of re-conceptualizations of their 

previously researched meaning, as follows below.  

2.3.1. Procedural justice and fairness: voice and evenhandedness 

The process-oriented theories refer to attempts to obtain legitimacy by means of 

procedural justice and fairness. The discourse at large can be simplified and 

summarized into the well-known slogan “no taxation without representation”, 

reflecting a more complex interpretation of social contract theory which is also 

embraced in this thesis. It has received widespead and robust support across legal, 

political, and managerial settings (Tyler 2006, 360), not only in stable societies but 

also in the post-conflict setting of Nepal (Fisk and Cherney 2017).  

In his seminal article from 2009, James Gibson defined procedural justice and 

fairness in the context of truth commissions as (1) providing citizens with 

opportunities to participate in the decision-making process – as having ‘voice’ to 

express their views and concerns, and (2) employing evenhandedness in the TRC 

proceedings (Gibson 2009, 137). The latter was described as the “willingness to apply 

general principles of human rights consistently, and therefore blame all who violates 

the human rights of citizens, irrespective of what justification might be put forth for 

such violations” (ibid, 138, 141). His understanding of voice, in turn, (the inclusion of 
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which was supported also by Fisk et al. (2012)  in their study of domestic legitimacy), 

reflected the original definition proposed by Folger (1977), but has in later years been 

suggested to require not only the ability to share views and opinions with decision-

makers, but also really being heard (Guthrey 2015b).  

The detrimental impact that truth-telling projects disconnected from local needs 

and expectations can have on healing and reconciliation – when goals and means are 

internationally prescribed rather than locally requested – has been made evident by 

research on the TRCs in Timor-Leste8 (Robins 2012) and Sierra Leone9 (Millar 2011). 

Gibson’s definition of voice has therefore here been amended to include really being 

heard, before being transposed into indicator 1.2 of the first legitimacy component of 

this thesis – procedural justice and fairness. Evenhandedness, in turn, is assessed by 

indicator 1.4. Gauging the result of these, two additional indicators (1.1 and 1.3) were 

also added to assess whether the commissions were at all called for and whether the 

mandated goals matched those aspired by the public.  

2.3.2. Service delivery: provision of promised benefits 

The process-oriented discourse discussed above emerged in critical response to 

outcome-oriented theorists’ widely cited assumption – even in international state-

building literature – that service delivery in itself will lead to legitimacy. Proponents 

argued that because service delivery is a key function of a state, institutional 

performance in the form of achieving an objective set of criteria that focuses on the 

public’s basic needs would be sufficient for a government or state to gain a public 

perception as a legitimate body (see e.g. Brinkerhoff 2005; McLoughlin 2015 and 

Levi 1998; Fisk and Cherney 2017). While such assertions are supported by a 

minimalist interpretation of the ‘social contract’ at a first glance, including Maslow’s 

                                                

 
8 Rather than a desire to share one’s story and achieve personal healing through the largely Western 
project in Timor-Leste, Robins concluded that what the people had sought from the commission was 
the truth about what had happened to their loved ones, rituals that would set their spirits at peace, and 
alleviation of the daily challenges posed by the prevailing poverty that the conflict had left behind. The 
commission’s mandate had not resonated with victims’’ needs (2012, 96-100). 
9 Much like in Timor-Leste, justice for the residents in the rural northern town of Makeni – which was 
the subject of Millar’s Sierra Leonean study – would have been assistance in returning to the lives they 
had led prior to the conflict. Contrary to the commission’s goals such assistance concerned provision of 
housing, health care, education, job opportunities, infrastructure and food (2011, 185).   
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famous Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow 1943), it contradicts the psychology that 

underpins perceptions of legitimacy -  that legitimacy is grounded in an appeal to 

internalized social norms and values which guides our behavior separately from the 

impact of sanctions and incentives like service delivery. 

Fisk and Cherney’s (2017) novel findings in Nepal confirm this conclusion in 

finding that procedural justice proved a far more significant factor than service 

delivery even in a country plagued by endemic poverty of life-threatening extremity, 

where it would be expected that service delivery holds imperative value amongst the 

population. While it is possible that the weak relationship between distributive justice 

and legitimacy that they found was impacted by Nepal’s caste system, which renders 

the idea of group-based distribution of resources a distant idea, their results embody a 

major contribution to post-conflict research. It discredits the solely outcome-oriented 

theories of legitimation processes also in post-conflict settings, reconnecting the 

definition of legitimacy to its psychological foundation that any attempted claim of 

legitimacy must indeed entail a reference to the core social values and norms of the 

populous, rendering legitimacy – in effect – “the recognition of moral authority” (Fisk 

and Cherney 2017, 264). 

Fisk and Cherney however acknowledge that the role of service delivery should 

not be discredited all together, suggesting that the previously asserted relationship 

between service delivery and perceived legitimacy may in fact have been influenced 

by elements otherwise related to procedural justice (Fisk and Cherney 2017). They 

argue that “considering outcomes in the absence of processes is to ignore an essential 

component of citizens’ relationship with authorities” (ibid, 267). Rather than 

discrediting outcomes all together, they posit that service delivery should be 

understood in a new light in which it demonstrates government willingness and 

capacity to respond to citizens' needs and demands. To that end, it signals that the 

people are being heard and that their wishes are being respected – that attempts at 

ending inequities in the society are given attention (ibid). As such, service delivery 

through a re-conceptualization can be understood as an attempt to adhere to people’s 

internalized system of norms, values, and beliefs as posited by the psychological 

theories underpinning legitimacy – a crucial conclusion from their research with 

significant meaning for the truth commission context.  
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For this reason, provision of reparations or other benefits officially promised in the 

establishing document/mandate or during the operative years for implementation 

before this thesis’s cut-off date10 will be included in the measurement of legitimacy11 

as indicator 2. While acknowledging its close link to procedural justice and fairness, it 

will for the sole purpose of clarity here constitute its own component. Future research 

would nonetheless do well in further investigating how service delivery ought to be 

operationalized in relation to procedural justice in light of this new conceptualization, 

and what the relative significance of these factors are for perceptions of legitimacy (a 

contribution that limitations in the applied methodology of this thesis cannot reliably 

provide, but merely speculate about). 

2.3.3. Respectful and dignified treatment  

In addition to finding that citizens evaluate institutional legitimacy primarily upon 

“the fairness of the government’s decision making”, rather than on service delivery in 

itself, Fisk and Cherney also made a crucial discovery in the significance of the 

“quality of the relationship between citizen and state”, referring to treatment with 

dignity and respect (Fisk and Cherney 2017, 276)12. They depict the latter in terms of 

social identity theory because respectful and dignified treatment speaks to people’s 

status and value in the national group and “communicates important information 

about social relationships, self-identity, and core social values” (ibid, 267). To that 

end, respectful and dignified treatment becomes intertwined with an entity’s ability to 

adhere to the public’s internalized system of norms and values – with its ability to be 

perceived as legitimate.  

A review of the burgeoning research on truth commissions’ fulfillment of factors 

related to this component results in two broad themes: (1) the need to fulfill general 

                                                

 
10 Two years after the commission’s conclusion, addressed at length further on.  
11 While provision of benefits recommended in the final report or expected by the population but never 
promised by the commission are all important factors in the long-term perception of the commission’s 
work and legitimacy, implementation of such lie outside of the scope and limitations of this thesis due 
to the myriad of alternative factors that come into play upon conclusion of the commission’s operative 
years and the immediate post-commission period. 
12 In the context of truth commission, this would rather indicate the quality of the relationship between 
the public and the truth commission, including its establishing body, be it the incumbent government, a 
transitional authority, or international organization.  
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conditions of physical and social safety for witnesses all the while ensuring 

availability of mental health professionals throughout the commissions’ operation, 

and; (2) the eminent need for truth commissions to adhere to local socio-cultural 

norms and practices in its operations – from design of the proceedings to 

implementation thereof. The latter is supported by research from Rwanda (Brounéus 

2008, 2010), Timor-Leste (Guthrey 2015; Kent 2018) , Sierra Leone (Millar 2011), 

Mozambique (Igreja 2012; Victor Igreja, Dias-Lambranca, and Richters 2008) and 

Solomon Islands (Brounéus and Guthrey (2017, 2018)).   

 The following pages will discuss the two themes individually, culminating in a 

specification of the indicators chosen to assess their fulfillment in the South African 

and Canadian TRCs.  

 

General conditions 

Assuring witnesses’ physical and social safety in various truth-telling projects may 

seem a given due to the sensitive nature of the testimonies, yet respect for witnesses’ 

safety and dignity has often come secondary to the broader goals of the projects.  

Great concerns have been raised about witnesses’ physical security upon return 

home from testifying in the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (Bronéus 

2007), along with fear and abandonment amongst witnesses in the International 

Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia (Stover 2004). From the South African 

TRC, witnesses have reported re-victimization by stigmatization, abandonment and 

threats (Backer 2007) and perhaps most disheartening have reports from the Rwandan 

gacaca courts with mandatory participation been, finding that that “traumatization, ill-

health, isolation, and insecurity” came to dominate the lives of women who had 

testified (Brounéus 2008, 71f). Not only had they been “threatened and harassed 

before, during, and after giving testimony”, but they had also had their houses and 

crops abused. Some of them had even relived the genocide so vividly during their 

testimony that they could not proceed, resulting in severe psychological suffering 

(ibid, 71f).  

Psychological suffering leads to the second part of the ‘general conditions’ that 

must be met as risks of re-traumatization and other ill-health from public truth-telling 

are manifold – not only for the victims themselves. For example, a survey of 1200 

adults participating in the Rwandan gacaca courts found systematic support that 
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witnessing caused higher levels of depression and PTSD amongst both survivors, the 

local judges and neighbors (Brounéus 2010, 425f). It also found that longer exposure 

to and participation in the process (contrary to the one-session debriefing style TRC 

hearings tend to have) had failed to bring about better mental health amongst 

witnesses. On the contrary, it was concluded that “the protracted engagement in the 

past that truth and reconciliation processes inherently involve may lead to a cyclic 

rumination of past trauma instead of a successful emotional processing of the past” 

(ibid, 427ff)13.    

From these examples, it becomes evident that any commission that strives for 

respectful and dignified treatment must make sufficient provisions not only to ensure 

witnesses’ physical and social safety, but also to ensure their psychological well-

being. They must be offered alternative means to provide testimony when requested 

(e.g. private hearings, video or written testimony) along with further measures when 

needed (i.e. a witness protection program), and mental health professionals must be 

available for them throughout the commission’s operation in order to help cope with 

their traumatic experiences and any new sufferings they may incur. All of these 

requirements will serve as indicators (number 3.1 and 3.2) for the ‘general conditions’ 

of respectful and dignified treatment.   

 

Adherence to socio-cultural norms and practices 

From the transitional justice (TJ) field’s long reliance upon Judeo-Christian 

assumptions in prescriptions of peacebuilding measures come several questions 

regarding the socio-cultural fit of truth commissions.  

The first regards the nationally engaging format of a truth commission and the 

assumption that it is culturally appropriate both to have a public truth-telling project 

and to have the public at large participating in it. These are questions that proved to be 

of particular weight in Sierra Leone, where control and knowledge reside with the 

secret societies and ‘big men’ or patrons who are responsible for service delivery to 

their clients. Public truth-telling was neither consistent with the local arts of 

                                                

 
13 Rumination refers to “the incessant, repetitive thinking about past trauma, which is frequently 
reported in individuals with PTSD and which has been found to be not only a strategy to cope with 
intrusive memories of trauma but also a trigger of such memories, resulting in a cyclical process” 
(Michael et al. 2007, as cited in Bronéus 2010, 427). 
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forgetting, nor was it the public’s place to participate in such a project – but the big 

men’s14 (Millar 2011). Anthropological studies on the role of silence have in fact 

come to show that truth-telling in several countries may not be at all applicable with 

local norms and practices – not because people are kept from sharing their stories but 

because they choose not to, either due to cultural practices like the secret societies in 

Sierra Leone (Millar 2011), due to its use as a coping mechanism, protection and/or 

means to achieve agency and control (Kent 2018; Sriram 2010, Igreja 2008), or 

simply as a tool for quelling or preventing renewed conflict (Guthrey 2015; Guthrey 

and Brounéus 2017). Taken together, these questions have been translated into 

indicators 1.5 and 1.6 in the SFC codebook. For reasons of fluency in the results 

presentation, they have however been addressed as part of the ‘procedural justice and 

fairness’ component15.  

The second question regards the commission’s understanding of reconciliation and 

incorporation of local reconciliatory practices16. The former is based on the 

burgeoning amount of research on the ‘friction’ (Tsing 2011) between theory and 

practice in prescribed TJ measures and the urgent need to break free from Western 

Judeo-Christian assumptions, whereas the latter is derived from cases in which 

haphazard attempts to include local practices have occurred – or no attempts at all, 

rendering the measures altogether foreign. More specifically, it relates to cases such 

as the Solomon Islands TRC, in which traditional reconciliation practices were 

corrupted, manipulated and exploited (Quinn 2017, 72) into becoming an “incentive 

for peace rather than a genuine exchange for reconciliation”, in turn causing a 

“monetization of the reconciliation process and fraudulent claims to, and corruption 

of, compensation payments” (Vella 2014, 100). These issues’ significance for 

legitimacy has been transformed into indicators 3.3 and 3.4 in the codebook that was 

used to assess the independent variables by means of the structured focused 

comparison method discussed in the next chapter. 

                                                

 
14 It was therefore mostly big men who came to testify, not only offsetting the commission’s objective 
but also causing a skewed official narrative (Millar 2011).  
15 Because this thesis cannot determine the relative weight between the three legitimacy components 
due to limitations in the applied methodology, the indicators’ position do not affect the final result. 
Placement under ‘respectful and dignified treatment’ would have resulted in vast repetitions of 
information, thus it was for the best experience of the reader that indicators 1.5 and 1.6 were moved.  
16 In future studies, this ought to be adapted to the objective of interest. Here, the focus lies on 
reconciliation.  
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2.3.4. Control variables  

Before proceeding to the methodology chapter, it should be recognized that a set 

of conditions must be fulfilled in order for either route to persuasion in ELM theory to 

facilitate positive attitude change (i.e. breaking down stigmas and stereotypes). First, 

the truth commissions must have succeeded in finding the full and unvarnished truth – 

a truth representative of all sides of the story – despite “the paradoxical fact that in 

truth commissions, truth is seldom told” (Kelsall 2005, 361). Second, they must have 

captured the attention of the public. These prerequisites form the two control variables 

employed in this thesis and the detailed rationale behind them follows below. How 

they were fulfilled by the selected cases is discussed in section 3.2.1: ‘Selection 

criteria’.  

2.3.4.1.  Corruption and corrupt motivations behind the TRC 

establishment 

There are several reasons why the full truth may be inhibited in a public truth-telling 

process even if the practical ability to testify is secured, as both victims and 

perpetrators may choose to censor themselves in their TRC testimonies. Whereas 

victims’ self-censorship out of fear for physical abuse, social ostracizing, or risks of 

renewed violence can be mitigated by a TRC’s satisfactory fulfillment of the 

‘respectful and dignified treatment’ component of legitimacy (addressed at length in 

sections 2.3.3, 4.1.2.3 and 4.2.2.3), perpetrators may self-censor due to fears that the 

TRC and its primary supporter(s)17 do not truly strive to achieve the goals set out by 

the mandate but allowed the TRC to be established out of purely self-aggrandizing or 

plain corrupt reasons18.  

                                                

 
17 Most often the incumbent government or the transitional administration. 
18 There are also instrumental reasons for perpetrators not to share the full truth (or simply lie) in their 
testimonies as they may be more interested in defending their own behavior and actions during the 
conflict than in achieving reconciliation (Brounéus 2019). However, it can be argued that through 
fulfilment of the theorized components of legitimacy, truth commissions may be able to tap into this 
decision-making process amongst perpetrators by means of the voluntary acquiescence that an entity’s 
alignment with one’s internalized system of norms, values, and beliefs instills. To that end, the greater 
the perceived legitimacy of an entity, the greater the public acquiescence, and the more unvarnished 
will the truth be. Unfortunately, this hypothesis cannot be tested within the framework of this thesis but 
must remain as one of the assumptions underlying the theory – excluded from the effective control 
variables.  
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Indeed, research tells us that post-conflict regimes may well initiate transitional 

justice measures for reasons quite opposite to truth, justice, and reconciliation (Loyle 

and Davenport 2016), such as in the interest of maintaining power by steering or 

misdirecting the truth and the remembrance of the conflict in their favor (likely if they 

were themselves responsible for atrocities during the conflict and risk being 

persecuted or replaced) – what has become known as transitional injustice. This has 

been illustrated not only by the truth commission in Uganda, which was seen as a tool 

for the post-conflict regime to discredit the previous regime and gain legitimacy for 

themselves (Sriram 2010, 3), but also by the TJ measures employed in Rwanda, as 

well as in Serbia, Croatia, and Bosnia following the Yugoslav wars (Loyle and 

Davenport 2016; Subotic 2009). Initiating a transitional justice process can also be a 

strategic move to attract foreign direct investment, as it signals stability to 

multinational companies. In such cases, it is highly unlikely that the post-conflict 

government truly cares about the outcome of the TJ process, and are even more 

unlikely to spend time and resources to ensure positive outcomes (Appel and Loyle 

2012). Such motivations, when hidden from the public, in effect become corrupt 

reasons for establishing the commissions as compared to the publicly stated goals in 

the mandate.  

Perhaps a redundant statement, corruption is one of the greatest inhibitors of 

legitimacy (Fisk and Cherney 2017) which the case of the Solomon Islands TRC 

made particularly clear – with detrimental consequences for collection of the full and 

unvarnished truth. Lacking trust in the commission and supporting government’s 

willingness and capacity to honor the promises not to use testimonies to the Solomon 

Islands Truth and Reconciliation Commission for criminal persecution, ex-combatants 

in Solomon Islands decided amongst themselves what to share in the TRC hearings in 

order to protect themselves. They proved to have been right to do so as early on in the 

commission process, a Black Shark leader was arrested by local police and RAMSI 

on his way from giving testimony. Brounéus, who conducted the interviews pointing 

to this trend, concluded that this arrest undermined the legitimacy of the entire TRC 

process (Brounéus 2019, 77f). It demonstrated that the commission could not be 
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trusted; and that it was not necessarily protected by the very state that is was 

established in (ibid, 78). The untruthful testimonies that followed the ex-combatants’ 

decision hollowed out the truth commission process from within. Because people 

knew that they were not telling the truth and therefore would neither accept the 

messages that the commission produced, nor reconcile with the ex-combatants, the 

decision to not provide the full truth did not only sever the official narrative of the 

conflict, but directly damaged the reconciliation process (ibid). This is further 

explained by negative contact theory.  

As originally presented, contact theory holds that mere contact with the ‘out-

group’ may bring about positive attitude change (linked to the knowledge function of 

attitude change, also discussed in ‘Mere Exposure’ theory), but later research has 

shown that it can also come with harmful consequences if the experience is negative 

(Brounéus 2019, 20). Negative contact has in fact been found to create a “normative 

fit which is consistent with people’s expectation and prejudice of the other” (ibid, 23), 

which risks worsening the situation rather than improving intergroup relations. 

Moreover, these negative experiences have been proven to generalize more with far 

greater long-lasting effects than positive contact does (ibid).  

For the reasons above, both a general corruption measure of the country and a 

discussion of motivations behind establishing the TRCs in question have served as 

control variables in this thesis. The latter resembles Nichol’s (2019) ‘authority’ 

component of truth commission legitimacy, which by description concerned a 

commission’s ability to establish political autonomy through independence from the 

state to carry out its tasks and gaining credibility from society. The measures she 

employed were however arbitrary and insufficient, rendering her conceptualization of 

authority better captured by this control variable19.   

                                                

 
19 The selected indicators are neither well-suited to capture the truth commissions’ (TCs’) ability to 
carry out its investigatory tasks, nor do they actually capture its independence from the state. 
‘Authority’ is indicated (1) by the TCs ability to contribute to institutional reform, measured by 
whether it was allowed to suggest policy change and draft laws (whether they actually led to something 
was completely disregarded); (2) by the commission’s scope, in which even a specified time period is 
considered bad with no discussion about the contextual advantages and needs to limit scopes for some 
commissions; and (3) by whether the commission engaged in reconciliatory processes and made 
recommendations. For the latter, a dummy variable is created lumping together the vastly different 
measures of promoting national reconciliation, suggesting or drafting a recommendation plan and 
actually facilitating reparations payments (Nichols 2019, 44).  
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2.3.4.2. Attentiveness of the population  

The second prerequisite for truth commission legitimacy concerns public 

attentiveness of the commission proceedings. It was one of the two conditions James 

Gibson (2009) stipulated for efficiency in achieving societal transformation through 

attitude change20 and has been applied here in addition to a few modifications to fit 

alternative contexts, as public attentiveness can take many forms in practice. The core 

reasoning nonetheless remains the same: “In sum, the job of a truth commission is to 

change beliefs and attitudes as a process of societal transformation. In order to do so, 

it must capture the attention of ordinary people, and be perceived as a credible source 

of both information about the past and guidance about political activity in the future” 

(Gibson 2009, 125)21.  

 

Attentiveness in Gibson’s understanding  

When Gibson stipulated this requirement, he was concerned solely with ELM’s 

central route to persuasion, requiring the public to engage with the TRC material in a 

meaningful way in order to commence a process of attitude change and ultimately 

reconciliation. He took for granted that such engagement would come from direct 

interaction with the TRC’s original material and to that end his reasoning was focused 

on what the TRC itself could do to invite deeper analysis of the material and rebut 

immediate dismissal22. The answer was tailoring the TRCs messages to the audience’s 

background and capabilities (what Gibson termed their ‘cognitive sophistication’); 

putting it on a level that was accessible and understandable to the population (Gibson 

                                                

 
20 Legitimacy being the second condition, and societal transformation being described in similar terms 
as Brounéus’ ‘reconciliation’.  
21 Also this component resembles one of Nichol’s legitimacy components – transparency – but her sole 
measures concerned whether public hearings were held (with no discussion of witness protection or 
anything the like) and whether a final report was published (Nichols 2019, 45). The control variable 
chosen here is more comprehensive and her component has therefore not been further addressed.  
22 This is also likely to be the only option in countries where literacy rates are low, or the population is 
scattered across vast rural and impoverished areas with little to no access to TVs or even radio signal. 
In such cases, it falls upon the commission to implement rigorous outreach programs in order to keep 
the population informed about the results of its proceedings (not to mention in order to facilitate 
testimony before the commission). This was not the case in South Africa, which was Gibson’s (2009) 
own case study, however, the South African TRC was heavily medialized, particularly with regards to 
the televised public hearings that were aired on primetime TV every Sunday for two years. Thus, 
despite not facing the challenges above, it did lead people to engage directly with ‘raw material’. 
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2009). Resulting from his review of persuasive communications, he posited that the 

most important attribute that such a simple message could have was personal 

relevance and emotional arousal. The commissions’ ability to achieve this will form 

the first part of the attentiveness control. 

 

Attentiveness in its new understanding 

The second part of the control concerns a new understanding of attentiveness, for 

while direct engagement with TRC material certainly takes place in many contexts 

where significant outreach programs are employed or hearings are televised and/or 

radio-transmitted (in areas where TV and radio ownership are prevalent), it would be 

naïve to think that the public at large has either time or ability to fully engage with the 

vast amount of material that TRCs produce throughout their operative years, not to 

mention with the final reports often counting thousands of pages. It would be more 

reasonable to assume that the main sources of information are not the TRCs 

themselves, but rather the media coverage of the proceedings and their ultimate 

results. Because it is the job of domestic news media to consume, process and report 

back to the public on such matters, where news media are trusted to be free from 

corruption, they become reliable sources for comprised information suited for the 

average consumer23. Thus, attentiveness of the population can be equally if not better 

ensured by free and open news media (press freedom) where access thereto is given, 

be it through high literacy rates that enable consumption of written news media, or 

common TV and radio ownership through which news reports can be accessed. These 

will form the second and last part of this control variable.  

This thesis will now proceed to a discussion of the methodology applied, 

commencing with the structured, focused comparison method used to assess the 

                                                

 
23 The use of media as an intermediator to TRC material is particularly fruitful to study, as it enables 
capturing not only the central route to persuasion, but also the peripheral, for while people may use 
news media’s reports to engage with the TRC material in a meaningful way, so may they blindly accept 
the conclusions brought by these outlets in a similar fashion that people blindly accept traditional and 
charismatic leaders’ messages in Weber’s traditional and charismatic pathways. This has been 
iconically exemplified even by contemporary Presidents and runners-up in Western countries, blindly 
accepting ‘news’ from highly biased news outlets without any kind of source criticism or further 
elaboration. 
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legitimacy components’ fulfillment, and the case selection process that includes the 

assessment of the control variables.   
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3. Methodology  
 

3.1. The structured, focused, comparison (SFC) method 

The structured, focused, comparison method was first devised in order to study 

historical experiences in a manner that would yield comparable and generalizable 

results between different cases. Contrary to single-case historical analogies which are 

significant only to a particular case, the structured comparison enables the 

generalization required for contributions to broader and more complex theories 

(George and Bennett 2005, 67). It is structured in so far as the same inquiries are 

asked of all chosen cases, making possible the “systematic comparison and 

cumulation of the findings” (ibid), and focused through its sole attention to selected 

variables. Here, the variables of interest are the theoretically derived components of 

legitimacy discussed in the operationalization section of the theory chapter. In the 

table on the next page, each component has been divided into a set of indicators based 

on the findings discussed in the previous chapter. They have been phrased as 

questions which the structured, focused, comparison thereof will assert values to. An 

ordinal scale ranging from ‘yes-partially-no’ will be used, as greater specification 

cannot be determined without a comprehensive and systematic survey of public 

opinion, which future studies are nonetheless highly encouraged to conduct for 

greater precision and evaluation of the relative significance of each theorized 

component for a positive legitimacy perception.  
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3.1.1. The SFC Codebook 

 
Table 1. SFC Codebook 
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3.1.2. Data sources 

Lacking the ability to collect data on the fulfillment of these variables on the ground 

through in-depth interviews with the local population, the structured, focused, 

comparison has primarily been informed by the final reports issued by the truth 

commissions in question. Because both commissions have been praised for their 

truth-seeking endeavor (setting other criticism aside) and have devoted a significant 

proportion of their final reports to setting the historical contexts and detailing the 

commission creation processes, an informed decision had been made to deem these 

chapters reliable with little to no risk of bias. Because the final reports had been 

published in both cases, they were also comparable sources, whereas future studies on 

commissions that are still on-going or just rounding up their operations can rely on 

earlier documents as well24.  

Data from the final reports have nonetheless been complemented by academic 

literature where needed. To the greatest extent possible, triangulation has also been 

employed and in the rare case that certain information was not confirmed in multiple 

sources, or was the result of a specific study, this has been acknowledged in the text. 

3.2. The case selection process 

Before embarking on the case selection process, a few points must be acknowledged 

with regards to the comparability of truth commissions. First, as previous research has 

shown us, truth commissions are created for different reasons with different goals and 

ambitions. They operate with vastly different budgets and resources; powers such as 

powers to subpoena, search and seizure, provide amnesties, offer various forms to 

testify, provide witness protection, et cetera; number of commissioners and staff; and 

with various lengths of operating years and time periods under investigation. 

Moreover, they are established in often widely divergent political contexts and from 

different histories of violence. These irrefutable differences render truth commissions 

inherently difficult to systematically compare. The risks of multicollinearity are 

manifold and simply not possible to fully avert. With these limitations in mind, there 

                                                

 
24 Such an endeavor would also facilitate comparison of changes in TRC documentation over time, 
which is unfortunately beyond the scope of this thesis. 
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are nonetheless cases which share a significant amount of similarities, rendering the 

application of a most similar case selection design possible. The design also known as 

the ‘most similar systems design’, based on John Stuart Mill’s Methods of Agreement 

and Disagreement, entails a choice of cases that are as similar as possible with regards 

to potential explanatory variables in all respects but one – the particular variables of 

interest for the study. The application of a most similar systems design hence renders 

it possible to isolate the effect of the variables of interest and ‘control’ for 

multicollinearity, an advantage otherwise attributed to the statistical survey method 

(see e.g. Powner 2015, 124 f). While such isolation can only be complete through a 

comprehensive statistical survey that thoroughly measures indicators of each relevant 

alternative explanation, the application of a most similar system design does offer a 

remedy, albeit somewhat limited, to this challenge25.  

3.2.1. Selection criteria 

The case selection process in this thesis has involved several steps to weed out the 

less informative cases and the greatest extent of methodological bias, based on the 

original pool of forty truth commissions that in accordance with Priscilla Hayner’s 

(2011) truth commission definition were established between 1974 and 2010 (1974 

being the year that the first TC was established in Uganda and 2010 being the year 

that the last version of her seminal book Unspeakable Truths was written).  

First, in relation to the discussion on methodological bias held in the introductory 

chapter, truth commissions that have had reconciliation as a primary goal were 

extracted from the case population. This was done with regards to use of the word 

‘reconciliation’ in the title of the commission, effectively making them ‘truth and 

reconciliation commissions’ as opposed to merely ‘truth commissions’ and resulted in 

a pool of 25 cases (Guthrey 2015, 19; Hayner 2011)26. 

                                                

 
25 It should be emphasized that there are several valuable case selection strategies available for use 
beyond the most similar design (including the least similar design). Due to the unique nature of cross-
case truth commission studies, all available strategies ought to be approached in future studies. The 
most similar design was merely deemed the best fit for this specific study, enabling isolation 
specifically of the legitimacy inhibitors that constitute this thesis’ control variables.  
26 Henceforth, ‘truth commission’ and ‘truth and reconciliation commission’ has been used 
interchangeably.  
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Second, due to the unfortunate linguistic limitations of both the sentiment analysis 

tool and myself, commissions created in countries where English is an official 

language were singled out, as these limitations make possible only the study of 

English language news media. This left a pool of seven potential cases: the TRCs in 

South Africa, Ghana, Sierra Leone, Liberia, Canada, The United States and Kenya. 

Because the TRC in the United States was not a national commission, but referring to 

events in the small town of Greensboro, NC, it was excluded from the pool as its 

limited scope was deemed unlikely to stir a national debate and ultimately did not 

require national reconciliation – but communal – in addition to structural changes to 

ensure that the Greensboro Massacre would not repeat itself.   

Third, because this thesis is particularly interested in the commissions’ ability to 

establish themselves as legitimate institutions in their respective countries, as a means 

to facilitate meaningful engagement with the proceedings and results thereof – be it 

by the public as a whole or by select members of society who in turn help disseminate 

analyzed messages – the case selection process then proceeded to control for factors 

that could have inhibited the psychological processes developed in the theory chapter 

from taking place.  

The following section discusses the remaining cases’ fulfillment of these controls 

(developed in section 2.3.4), namely their corruption index, the motivations behind 

establishing the TRC, and the TRCs ability to get two forms of attentiveness of the 

population, before progressing to a brief discussion of the limitations of the final 

selection of cases.  

 

Assessment of the control variables 

 

Corruption 

Corruption was established using Transparency International’s Corruption Index for 

each of the seven cases during the year that they were each established. On a scale 

from 0-10, only two cases surpassed a score of five: South Africa with 5.62 and 
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Canada with 8.727 (Transparency International, 2018), both of which luckily fulfilled 

the remaining control variables and therefore are the sole focus on the remaining 

discussion. 

 

Establishment motivations 

Establishment motivations were assessed through a qualitative analysis of the 

commission creation processes, which have been depicted at length in the ‘procedural 

justice and fairness’ sections of the results chapter (4.1.2.1 and 4.2.2.1). Seen from 

these discussions, both the South African and Canadian commissions were called for 

from below and their designs were the result of processes characterized by procedural 

justice and voice (acknowledging some obstacles along the way which were 

ultimately overcome). The control variable ‘establishment motivations’ was therefore 

assigned equal value in both cases and became possible to control for.  

 

Attentiveness in Gibson’s understanding 

Proceeding to the attentiveness of the public in Gibson’s understanding, Gibson 

himself argued that the South African TRC had been particularly successful in 

capturing their attention, without setting off the “defensive alarms that often prevent 

new information from bringing about attitude change” (2009, 133), irrefutably 

relating to Katz’ ego-defensive function of attitude formation which can generate 

reactions such as denial, repression or projection in order to prevent the ego from 

being bruised (Katz 1960). Gibson held that “[t]he information was salient and 

interesting, accessible, subtle in its messages, largely unrebutted, and not as 

threatening as it might have been, thereby avoiding triggering defense mechanisms” 

(2009, 134f).  

As the results chapter will show, also the Canadian TRC can be deemed very 

successful in this matter through its multiple national events meant to bring attention 

to the commission and stir a national dialogue on the legacy of the Indian Residential 

Schools in an open and judgement-free zone focused on bringing about reconciliation 

                                                

 
27 Results for the other cases were Ghana 3.9; Sierra Leone 2.6; Liberia 2.1; Kenya 2.2 (Transparency 
International, 2018). While South Africa’s score of 5.62 is far from ideal, it was the second highest 
result and thus the closest possible for use in a most-similar design.  
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in the Aboriginal understanding thereof. Former students’ testimonies were also not 

targeted at particular people (the commission was not even allowed to name 

perpetrators unless they had already been convicted through legal proceedings), nor at 

entire groups of people – but at a repressive and dangerous system that had ended a 

decade before the commission was set up and had already been acknowledged by the 

Canadian government. To that end, it can be argued that the Canadian commission 

was at a great advantage in terms of sensitivity to language used in the hearings and 

other TRC material, and less likely to trigger the ego-defensive function in former 

staff members, church and government officials. Thus, the two cases can be argued to 

have been relatively similar with regards to Gibson’s own criteria.  

 

Attentiveness in its new understanding 

Both South Africa and Canada fulfilled also the control measure for public 

attentiveness in its new understanding (see section 2.3.4.2)28. In 1996, when the South 

African TRC commenced its public hearings, the literacy rate in South Africa 

measured 80.93% amongst women and 84.07% amongst men (UNESCO 2016), 

where Canada between 2007-2014 has remained at a 99% country-wide level 

(Knoema 2019). Both commissions scored ‘Free’ in Freedom House’s Press Freedom 

Index the year that their respective commissions commenced, and both of these scores 

were confirmed still in 2018 by Reporters Without Borders’ World Press Freedom 

Index, with a ‘satisfactory’ score (Freedom House 2018; Reporters Without Borders 

2018).  

Moreover, the South African TRC has in fact come to be characterized by its 

intensely publicized proceedings, about which most newspapers ran numerous stories 

every day, coupled with heavy radio and television coverage. Four hours of hearings 

were broadcast live over national radio every day, paired with the weekly television 

news show Truth Commission Special Report, aired by the South African Broadcast 

Corporation every Sunday from April 1996 until March 1998, which became one of 

the most popular segments on South African TV (Hayner 2011, 28).  

                                                

 
28 Moreover, with English as an official language spoken across the country in both Canada and South 
Africa, despite several other languages spoken, the language barriers were arguably shattered to the 
commissions favors, rendering public attentiveness yet more prevalent in both cases.  
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The Canadian TRC, in turn, had the great advantage of being established in a 

developed and privileged country in the 21st century, with easy access to news media 

not only in paper form, but most importantly over the internet.  While excluded from 

this thesis in order to maintain a methodologically sound comparison between the two 

cases, the rise of social media over the course of the Canadian TRC has offered 

further possibilities to reach the average citizen and include the population in the 

national discussion – at no cost to the commission. Despite this great – and free – 

advantage, the Canadian TRC still made great efforts in implementing its rigorous 

outreach program, including the national events above (further discussed in the results 

chapter).  

Last, it should be acknowledged that Ghana, which ranked third in the corruption 

index control, did have a relatively good literacy rate of 70.663% two years before the 

commission commenced its operations (World Bank Data n.d.) and could have 

remained a contender further on in the selection process if one was to broaden the 

selection criteria to below a score of 5. It was removed after an initial Factiva search 

of available news reports on the commissions (a crucial tenet for the sentiment 

analysis), conducted before analysis of the more demanding control variables. Where 

South Africa and Canada both had numerous national news media outlets available, 

counting several thousand search results throughout the commissions’ operative 

years, the search on Ghana’s TRC amongst domestic sources did not produce a single 

report. It was therefore not further discussed. 

3.2.2. The final case selection 

From the selection process above, the two cases that proved to be the greatest fit in 

line with the most-similar design applied for this study were the TRCs of South 

Africa and Canada, the former addressing part of the apartheid era, and the latter 

addressing the legacy of the Indian Residential Schools System. Despite their 

similarities, it was however not a perfect selection.  

The two cases do share a similar historical context through European colonialism, 

but some dissimilarities must be acknowledged. Whereas the South African TRC was 

born from an interim constitution in a transitional government with government 

officials from the apartheid regime still protected by the Sunset clause to another five 

years in power, the Canadian TRC was established in a consolidated democracy a 
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decade after the abuses from the Indian Residential Schools had stopped. What in 

South Africa was the first building block towards a new democratic political era was 

in Canada a legal settlement that posed no existential threat towards the incumbent 

government but was rather a question of saving face both domestically and 

internationally. Budgets, number of commissioners and staff, periods under 

investigation, powers of inquiry – and more – all differed between the commissions, 

as they would have between most commissions in comparison due to the many issues 

discussed in the introduction of this subchapter. It is with acknowledgement of these 

differences that this study was conducted.  

Last, the commission that in South Africa – at least on paper – was created by a 

new regime, was in Canada mandated by the very same government that had been 

ultimately responsible for the residential schools. Some may argue that the 

establishing body has great impact on the commission’s ultimate efficiency, as I did 

myself in a previous paper (Lindqvist 2017) due to the risks that involvement of the 

former regime results in the commission becoming an extension of their abuses. 

However, I have since learned that there are many other means by which a TRC can 

prove political autonomy from the government and thus still signal a clear break from 

the past, contrary to Nichol’s (2019) conclusion on the matter. Both voice and 

evenhandedness in the commission’s establishment and operations are indications of 

this, which this thesis did incorporate. This one difference has therefore not been 

expected to have much impact on the analysis ahead, despite the sunset clause that in 

South Africa allowed some civil servants from the Apartheid regime to remain in 

government for an additional five years after its fall.  

3.3. Sentiment analysis of news media 

3.3.1. Media as a tool to gauge public opinion 

Because the psychology behind perceptions of legitimacy lies in adherence to the 

internalized norms and values of the people, a commission that is perceived as 

legitimate can be expected to be seen in a positive light by the population, whereas a 

commission that is considered illegitimate will be seen in a negative light. Boiling 

down to a question of attitudes towards the commission, or opinions or perceptions 
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thereof, the perceived legitimacy becomes quantifiably measurable through surveying 

popular opinion – here the operationalized indicator of perceived legitimacy.  

Possible methods to gauge public opinion include ethnographic fieldwork with 

rigorous surveys like the one administered by Brounéus (2019) in the Solomon 

Islands, but altered to fit the theorized legitimacy components above. Achieving a 

large and nationally representative sample size in a post-conflict country is however 

logistically difficult, and the protracted data-collection period can be hampering. 

Indeed, “[b]y the time results are collected and analyzed, the shifts in political 

circumstances may have rendered the surveyed public opinion irrelevant” (Fisk et al. 

2012, 1). This study was also constrained by both lack of time and resources to 

conduct extensive fieldwork and thus an alternative approach was required. The 

solution was a sentiment analysis of text-based news reports to gauge over-time 

perceptions of the commissions, by means of the Python package VADER.  

While adopting a text-based sentiment analysis in studies that include post-conflict 

societies may suffer from the effects of low literacy rates, lack of internet access, or 

limited freedoms of the 4th estate and suffering resources thereof, the cases chosen for 

this study enabled controls for such effects. With these inhibitors isolated, the 

expedience and assumed representativeness of a computer-aided sentiment analysis of 

news media thus held great promise in gauging public opinion. 

Albeit the trained and independent journalist would strive towards objectivity in 

hard news reports, subjectivity is expected to permeate the reports both as a result of 

journalists’ investigatory role that allows for public opinion to be broadcast and 

through the expected bias in the news outlets themselves, born from media 

corporations’ dependency on profits to survive. Because a large extent of revenue 

from independent press often come from advertising rather than from sales and 

subscriptions, even the most sophisticated media corporations become subdued to the 

interests of their advertisers and readers. Moreover, access to news sources such as 

government officials or business leaders will often be limited for news outlets that do 

not paint their sources in a good light29, which may result in a decrease in journalistic 

integrity in favor of tailored pieces attempted to appease various stakeholders. Thus 

                                                

 
29 A publicized example of which is Donald Trump’s long-drawn feud with CNN in contrast to his 
clear preference for Fox News.  
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subjectivity will permeate the ideal objectivity in order to accrue revenue – paving 

way for news outlets with varying political orientations and strongly opinionated 

editorials (see e.g. the propaganda model of communication in Herman and 

Chomsky’s Manufacturing Consent (2002)).  

A facilitator of both the central and peripheral routes to persuasion in the ELM, 

media thus captures not only the public’s own perception of the TRCs by means of 

their investigatory role, but also helps shape the public perception by means of its 

inherent subjectivity. Indeed, what adherents to the central route may use for further 

consideration and analysis, adherents to the peripheral route may blindly accept as 

truth in the same fashion that they would trust traditional and charismatic leaders – 

both of which also gain greater reach through media. Consequently, research on 

trends and perceptions in media can gauge a multitude of mechanisms and offers 

inclusion of both routes to persuasion, in contrast to previous literature’s heavy focus 

on the legal-rational pathway to legitimacy and thus solely the central route.  

What follows below is a greater description of what a sentiment analysis is, how 

VADER works and how the data was collected, along with the methodological 

decisions made along the way.  

3.3.2. VADER – ‘a Valence Aware Dictionary for sEntiment 

Reasoning’ 

Sentiment analysis, or opinion mining, refers to the computational treatment and 

processing of subjectivity in natural (human) language text (Hutto and Gilbert 2014). 

In early days, such analyses were conducted manually, but as both the rate and 

volume of content has increased with the nascence of internet and social media, it has 

become close to impossible to conduct such comprehensive analyses by hand, paving 

the way for a variety of machine learning algorithms to enter the stage and alleviate 

the burden. Part of a sub-field of artificial intelligence, these tools set out to bridge the 

gap in human-computer interaction by enabling computers to understand human 

languages with a focus on identifying and evaluating sentiments, attitudes, and 

emotions in written text (ibid).  

The analyses are conducted in reference to a sentiment lexicon which consists of a 

compilation of words labeled in accordance with their inherent semantic orientation 

(Hutto and Gilbert 2014, 2). Widely used semantic lexicons can be divided into two 
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sub-fields: binary polarity-based lexicons which categorizes words as either ‘positive’ 

or ‘negative’, and valence-based lexicons which also assigns sentiment intensity to 

each word, thus differentiating between for example ‘good’ and ‘brilliant’. The 

Python-based model known as VADER – ‘a Valence Aware Dictionary for sEntiment 

Reasoning’ combines the strengths of both.  

Developed in 2014, VADER draws upon older popular sentiment lexicons 

including LIWC (pronounced ‘Luke’), GI, and Hu-Liu04, combining both qualitative 

and quantitative methods to compile its own comprehensive lexicon with further 

consideration for five rules that “embody grammatical and syntactical conventions for 

expressing and emphasizing sentiment intensity” (Hutto and Gilbert 2014, 10). The 

result is a gold-standard (i.e. human-validated) sentiment lexicon that can be applied 

with exceptional accuracy even to the challenging microblog-like contexts of social 

media, characterized by the use of emoticons, arbitrary punctuation, abbreviations, 

acronyms and colloquial language, which previous models have failed to address 

satisfactorily.  VADER is able to assign a general value to text along with its 

sentiment intensity30, differentiate between large and small caps, take into account 

sentiment modifiers (adverbs), the extended use of punctuation, acronyms and 

abbreviations, contextually determinant meaning of otherwise ambiguous words such 

as ‘catch’ (signifying e.g. either the downside to something, or a great find) through a 

process known as word-sense disambiguation (WSD), and it can be applied on both 

longer and shorter texts (Hutto and Gilbert 2014). 

Not only does VADER perform exceptionally well on diverse text corpora, but its 

comprehensive lexicon and rules are freely accessible to the research community to 

access, evaluate and modify. Neither does VADER require extensive training data to 

‘learn’ but relies on this lexicon to analyze in a fraction of a section – with a standard 

laptop – what other alternatives on the market would have required hours of 

processing time to treat without prior model training (Hutto and Gilbert 2014). The 

astonishing reviews and simple implementation even for a programming beginner like 

myself thus rendered VADER a given choice.  

                                                

 
30 That is, it can not only tell you whether a sentence is considered positive, negative, or neutral 
(polarity) but also how positive or negative it is (intensity). 
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3.3.2.1. Data sources 

To collect news reports for the VADER analysis, Dow Jones Factiva was used. It is  

a global news database including nearly 33,000 premium sources including both free 

and licensed publications, newspapers, journals, magazines, influential websites, 

blogs, images, television and radio transcripts and many more. The database content 

is mined, refined, and curated by a team of around 100 specialists, rendering it both 

qualitative and trustworthy.  

The time periods studied commence at the starting year of each commission and 

cover the complete operative years as well as the immediate post-commission era (the 

first two years). This limit allows a certain time lag in media publications to be 

included in the searches, but excludes the multicollinearity of a range of factors 

separate from the theorized legitimacy components that may play a role in future 

perceptions of the commission, namely publication and dissemination of the final 

report, implementation of the recommendations, direct and indirect political change, 

government budget, international pressures, et cetera.  

By use of the search terms below for domestic news outlets covering the country in 

question in English, removing identical duplicates, the complete pool of articles about 

the Canadian commission was compiled, in addition to articles about the South 

African TRC post-1999. The modifier “/F50/” limits the results to articles that include 

any of the search terms in the first 50 words, an addition deemed required upon 

preliminary analysis of the collected articles with the purpose of removing irrelevant 

search results that risked thwarting the sentiment analysis.  Unfortunately not 

accessible through Factiva, articles covering the years of 1996-1998 in South Africa 

was collected from the truth commission’s own website, which had all related articles 

published in the country during these years compiled into an archive – both positive 

and negative reports. In total, the news searches resulted in 4130 articles (N=4130) for 

South Africa and 1634 articles for Canada (N=1634). It should be noted that the 

distribution of reports over the course of the commissions’ operation however varied, 

and limitations in Factiva unfortunately generated only four articles for the year of 

2004 in the South Africa search, which is further addressed in the analysis.  
 

Figure 1. Search term used in Factiva to collect news articles about the Canadian TRC.  
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Figure 2. Search term used in Factiva to collect articles about the South African TRC. 

 
 

3.3.2.2. Running the analysis: the nitty-gritty 

 

The VADER analysis comprised three steps: one that extracted all the downloaded 

articles and compiled them into a single .csv file, one that parsed them to fit the model 

(i.e. translated them info a language that VADER could understand) and conducted an 

initial analysis, and one that created the final aggregated scores of the collected data. 

These steps are detailed below.  

 

Parsing the data 

In order to run the VADER analysis, the selected articles needed to be parsed to fit the 

model. That is, they needed to be translated into a language and components that 

VADER could understand. A script developed by Mihai Croicu from the Department 

of Peace and Conflict Research at Uppsala University was used to complete this step. 

In running the script, all downloaded articles were first compiled into a single .csv file 

that assigned each article a numeric ID, and divided the text into a headline, lead 

paragraph, and main text based on the articles’ metadata. The file was then parsed, 

dividing each article into separate sentences with an initial analysis as seen in the 

extract below, showing part of the results from the parsed file for the Canadian TRC.  

 



From the Ashes of Scorched Earth  Angelica Lindqvist-McGowan 

 

 

46 

 
Table 2. Extract from the .csv file listing the parsed articles for Canada, article 1.  

 

The [compound], [neg], [neu] and [pos] values above describe the semantic 

orientation of the sentence in the right-hand column of the corresponding row. The 

numeric label on the left-hand side dictates where in the article these sentences are 

found. The first ‘0’ in an article explains that the sentence in question constitutes the 

headline. The second zero denotes the first sentence of the lead paragraph, and the 

third zero points to the beginning of the main text. Any numeric values succeeding a 

zero, but preceding another, signals additional sentences within the same section of 

the article (i.e. of the head, lead, or main text). These relations are all understood by 

comparison of the parsed file with the original spreadsheet listing all articles.  

What VADER does in this step is compare the content of every sentence with its 

sentiment lexicon in order to assign ‘lexical ratings’ to all words that match a listing 

in this directory31. The output is an interpretation that depicts how much of each 

sentence that is considered negative, neutral, and positive, in addition to an overall 

compound score. Whereas the former when multiplied by 100 can be interpreted as 

the percentage of the section that is considered positive, negative, or neutral, the 

compound score is a metric calculated as the sum total of the lexical ratings per 

sentence. It is normalized as a number between -1 (the most extreme negative) and +1 

                                                

 
31 Which these words and their lexical ratings are can be found in VADER’s public sentiment lexicon: 
https://github.com/cjhutto/vaderSentiment/blob/master/vaderSentiment/vader_lexicon.txt 

headline 

lead 

main text 

headline 

Article 1 

 

Article 2 
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(the most extreme positive). A compound score equal to or higher than 0.05 is 

considered a positive sentiment orientation, whereas a value equal to or lower than     

-0.05 is a negative score. Any value in between denotes a neutral sentence (Burchell 

2017). 

Read from the  [neg], [neu] and [pos] values on the first row in Table 2, the 

headline concerning the University of Alberta’s law school was thus by VADER 

considered 0% negative, 0% positive, and 100% neutral, whereas the first sentence of 

the lead paragraph was rated as 0% negative, 91.8% neutral and 8.2% positive. The 

compound score for the headline of the same article was zero, whereas the first 

sentence of the lead paragraph scored a quite positive 0.3818.  

 

Creating the aggregated scores 

Because this study is less interested in the semantic orientation of each sentence32 and 

more in the full text sections’ compound scores over time, another step was taken to 

create aggregated scores. A few lines of code entered into the Terminal of the 

computer – matched with a few tweaks to the sentiment analysis script offered in the 

VADER package – completed this step, resulting in the third and final .csv-file from 

which an extract is found below.  

 
Table 3. Extract from the aggregated scores file for Canada. 

 
 

In the extract above, the numeric values in the cells are associated with sections 

(the head, lead, and main texts) of the articles listed in the left-hand column. The 

[max_neg], [max_pos] and [max_neu] values display the sentiment scores of the most 

                                                

 
32 The semantic orientation of each sentence can be very fruitful in analyses of shorter text corpora like 
social media, but it was less fruitful for this study. It did nonetheless serve as a side measure to 
complement the main data, further addresses in the results chapter.  



From the Ashes of Scorched Earth  Angelica Lindqvist-McGowan 

 

 

48 

negative, most positive, and most neutral sentences found in each section33. The 

corresponding [min_] values similarly relate to the by proportion least negative, 

positive and neutral sentences in these sections, whereas the [max_comp] and 

[min_comp] scores display the highest and lowest full-sentence compound scores 

found in each section.  

The mean scores, in turn, refer to section averages of sentiment orientation, 

compiled from the per-sentence [neg], [pos], [neu] and [compound] scores found in 

the parsed data file. For example, the [mean_neg] score of the main text of an article 

is the average value of all [neg] scores from individual sentences in that article’s main 

text, whereas the [mean_comp] denoted the average compound scores of the main 

text’s sentences. This is visualized in Table 4 below.  

 

                                                

 
33 These are drawn from the parsed file’s division of each sentence into its positive, neutral, and 
negative proportions. See Table 2.  
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Table 4. The parsed data from Table 2, complete with the average scores calculated from the aggregated scores 

file: [mean_comp], [mean_neg], [mean_neu], and [mean_pos], respectively. 

 
  

 
Extract from the aggregated scores file displaying results for the main text of article 1 from the table above.  

 

Finding the most reliable measure 

The main texts proved to be the most fruitful section to study in order to allow for 

greater elaborations and complexity to be taken into account. Doing so also 

eliminated methodological problems concerning both journalists’ and media outlets’ 

varying article structures identified throughout outlets in this study, which posed a 

particularly challenging problem for VADER in the case of South Africa’s TRC – for 

which another source and older type of articles had to be used to cover the years of 

1996-1998.  

Moreover, the sentiment scores of both headlines and lead paragraphs proved to be 

greatly misleading, as shown from a quick assessment of their most extreme 

[mean_neg] and [mean_pos] scores in the Canadian news search. Needless to say, 

Average scores  
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short titles or cut-off sentences out of context can be immensely damaging in terms of 

reliability and validity.  

The most extreme [mean_neg] score from a headline in the Canadian media 

coverage came from a StarPhoenix article written on 29 April 2013. It had a score of 

100% with a headline containing only one word: “Abuse”. The article at hand did not 

even have a main text, but merely a fully neutral lead sentence reading “The Truth 

and Reconciliation Commission makes four-day stop in Montreal.” Relying solely on 

– or even including – the headline in the assessment of the article would have caused 

severely skewed results.  

The penultimate extreme negative score came from a 2008 editorial in The 

Winnipeg Free Press entitled “Dangerous delay”. Alone, the headline scored 84.4% 

negative, but put in the context of the lead paragraph the score decreased to a mean of 

22.1%. When taking the full main text into account, which discussed not only the 

negatives covered by the lead but also some of the benefits arising from the 

commission, the [mean_neg] score decreased to only 9%, with a far more 

representative and moderately positive [mean_comp] score of 0.1 (the threshold for a 

positive compound score was 0.05).    

Similarly, the top 121 mean positive scores across all article sections came from 

headlines. Seventeen of these even scored over 70% positive. Once more, the most 

extremely positive score measured 100% and consisted of only one word: “Urgent”, a 

title with little meaning to the article concerned with findings from a systemic 

research initiative aimed at accounting for the deaths of thousands of students in the 

former residential schools.  

The penultimate score reached 85.1% with the three-word title “Good faith 

needed”, which is explained first in the main text to concern a need for a process of 

good faith in drafting a policy for Roman Catholic churches to follow in handing over 

documents to the TRC without obstructing the research process, yet still protecting 

the privacy of former students and staff. The mean compound score of the lead is 

more accurately neutral towards the negative end, culminating in a 0.266. 

[mean_comp] score of the main text.  

While the lead paragraphs in the initial look at the most extreme scores in each 

category did perform far better that sentiment ratings of headlines only, the 

ambiguities identified also in the lead paragraphs have nonetheless rendered it 
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excluded from further analysis, in favor of the greater contexts available in the main 

texts.  

For very similar reasons, the [mean_comp] scores have also proved to be the most 

informative measures for their ability to take the intricacies of entire sections into 

account, weighing extremes against each other and against the neutral proportions of 

the sections at hand. They have been the primary measure for analysis but have been 

complemented by the others where needed.  
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4.  Results 

4.1. South Africa 

 

Truth Commission: Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa 

TRC period under investigation: 1960 - 1994 

TRC operative years: 1995 – 2002 

Years under study: 1995 - 2004 

4.1.1. Background 

The roots of South Africa’s apartheid system dates back to the early colonial legacy 

of the country, to the first arrival of European settlers and the importation of slaves 

into the Cape in the mid-seventeenth century. Their arrival marked the beginning of 

centuries of dispossession and colonial conquest, of systematic hunting and slaughter 

of indigenous nomadic peoples which by the time of the 1910 constitution of the 

South African Union had become an institutionalized exploitation of the native 

African population (Henrard 2003; TRC 1999a, 27).  

It was against this historical backdrop that the National Party (NP) won the 1948 

elections in South Africa through a campaign of “divide and rule” – the electoral 

success most often associated with the nascence of the apartheid state (TRC 1999b, 

24f). The subsequent four decades would come be to characterized by what Hanna 

Arendt rightfully described as legalized crimes – legislation34 successfully segregating 
“every aspect of political, economic, cultural, sporting and social life, using 

                                                

 
34 The full chronology of legislation can be found in chapter 13 of the final report’s first volume (TRC 
1999a).  
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established legal antecedents where they existed and creating them where they did 

not” (ibid, 29f, 42).  

Apartheid policies did however not go undisputed. NP legislation paved way for 

continuous low-level opposition that reached the level of considerable political 

activism and non-violent campaigns in the cities throughout the 1950s35. It culminated 

into the Sharpeville Massacre on March 21, 1960, when police opened fire against 

unarmed masses protesting the pass laws, killing 69 and injuring 186 more (TRC 

1999a, 14; Graybill 2002, 15).The massacre was followed by demonstrations, 

protests, strikes and riots across the country that led the government to call a state of 

emergency, allowing police to detain any person for “reasons of public safety” and to 

ban both meetings and gatherings. 11,502 people were detained as a result, and both 

the African National Congress (ANC) and the Pan-African Congress (PAC) were 

prohibited; their members forced into hiding. The only viable option remaining for 

those seeking justice was to take up arms against the regime, making the Sharpeville 

Massacre the catalyst for change from passive to armed resistance.. It also marks the 

beginning of the TRC mandate period (TRC 1999a, 14, 35f). 

Over the following decade, the South African government tightened its hold on 

power through stricter security legislations that effectively sustained the assault on 

principles of rule of law, habeas corpus, right to bail, and courts’ ability to protect 

detainees (TRC 1999b, 38). It also extended the definition of ‘sabotage’ to include 

virtually all forms of dissent, introduced psychological methods of interrogation36  and 

created the Bantustans37. The latter nonetheless failed as political project and became 

“a spur and a means to mobilise for the alternative inclusive and non-racial 

nationalism of the ANC and its allies” (ibid, 38ff; Graybill 2002, 98)).  

While the government was able to keep the armed resistance at bay within the 

realms of the newly constituted laws well into the 1980s, the rising insurgence 

                                                

 
35 E.g. the Defiance Campaign of 1952-1953, the Congress of the People in 1955, the bus boycotts of 
1956, and the anti-pass law campaigns on 1959-1960 (TRC 1999a, 35f). 
36 These included (but were not limited to) solitary confinement during indefinite detention without 
trial, psychological and physical torture, sleep deprivation, exhaustion practices, and repeated assaults 
on prisoners and detainees (Graybill 2002, 98). 
37 African homelands or reserves which were intended to create an ethno-nationalist commonwealth, 
dividing African people into ethnic groups belonging to constructed self-governing areas. They were 
however undermined by the homeland leaders’ despotism and corruption (TRC 1999b, 38ff). 
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eventually forced it to hand over the “real rule-making power” to the State Security 

Council, which operated beyond public scrutiny with such fierce disregard for the rule 

of law that the TRC with extensive evidence accused it of state-sanctioned murder 

(TRC 1999b, 42f).   

The final turning point was reached in 1989 as F.W. de Klerk was installed as 

Prime Minister (albeit his predecessor had alleviated some apartheid legislation), 

holding the historic address on the government’s intent to commence inclusive 

negotiations with all involved parties the following year, simultaneously announcing 

that the ban on political parties would be lifted and political prisoners including 

Nelson Mandela would be released (Höglund 2015). Several apartheid policies were 

thereafter upheaved in preparation for the negotiations that culminated in the 1993 

Interim Constitution and the power-sharing mechanism known as the Government of 

National Unity (GNU)38 (Viljoen and Venter 1995).The first democratic elections 

were held in 1994, resulting in a landslide victory for the ANC and the appointment 

of Nelson Mandela as President. The South African Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission was mandated for establishment by parliament the following year.  

4.1.2. Explanatory variables  

4.1.2.1. Procedural justice and fairness 

 

Indicators 1.1 - 1.3: The commission creation process 

 

The first bid for a national truth commission came on 25 May 1992 from Professor 

Kader Asmal in his installation speech as Professor of Human Rights Law at the 

University of Western Cape, who argued that “[t]he issues of structural violence, of 

                                                

 
38 The GNU consisted primarily of the ANC, but with NP members by use of the ‘sunset clause’ that 
protected civil servants from the former regime from eviction from the government for at least five 
years (Viljoen and Venter 1995, 15; Simpson 2000, 7).  
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unjust and inequitable economic social arrangements, of balanced development in the 

future cannot be properly dealt with unless there is a conscious understanding of the 

past” (TRC 1999b, 49). It was soon embraced and officially called for by the National 

Executive Committee of the ANC, following confirmation of allegations that the 

ANC-in-exile had committed human rights abuses in their camps during the conflict, 

which the ANC wanted to be understood in light of the dark historic backdrop of the 

country (ibid, 50).  

Calls for the TRC were however far from limited to the ANC and professor Asmal. 

In fact, what eventually became the Promotion of National Unity and Reconciliation 

Act that mandated the establishment of the TRC was part of long and publicly 

participatory political negotiation that was guided by the belief that national unity and 

reconciliation could only be achieved if the full truth was found and publicized. 

Several NGOs and other stakeholders were heard, major conferences were held in 

attendance by leading scholars and human rights practitioners and vivid debates were 

sparked in civil society and Parliament. Moreover, the parliamentary Portfolio 

Committee of Justice arranged extensive public hearings, the results of which were 

made visible in the Act, further discussed below (TRC 1999b, 50-53). 

The negotiations process was however not void of controversy. After negotiations 

at one point had collapsed, a Record of Understanding was signed that (amongst other 

things) stipulated that “all prisoners whose imprisonment is related to political 

conflict of the past and whose release could make a contribution to reconciliation 

should be released” (TRC 1999b, 51). It shifted the focus of the negotiations as it was 

agreed that some form of amnesty would be offered for politically-motivated crimes 

in the past and “actions taken in terms of apartheid law would not merely for that 

reason be regarded as illegal and that there would be no Nuremberg-type trials for the 

many human rights violations legally committed in the course of implementing 

apartheid” (ibid, 52). This has become a bone of contention through its effect on the 

TRC, but there is evidence of both political negotiation and public influence even in 

this process. Political negotiation was seen from the incumbent government’s 

insistence on blanket amnesty, whereas most other political parties demanded 

amnesty to be linked to the truth-seeking process. When the Act was signed into law 

in 1995, it also required full disclosure of the violations that amnesty was sought for 

in order to it to be approved. The public’s leverage, in turn, was found in NGOs’ and 
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human rights organizations’ successful contestation of the ANC-NP compromise to 

hold amnesty hearings behind closed doors (ibid, 52f). 

Another example of the public’s influence on the Act and the TRC charter was the 

widely participatory process of appointing commissioners as well as the inclusion of 

institutional and special hearings into the TRC operations, which allowed NGOs and 

other stakeholders engaged in “specific areas of activism, policy proposals and 

monitoring in the past” to come before the commissions, present their findings and 

provide their input (TRC 1999b, 53f).  

The ultimate result of the process was a mandated goal to “promote national unity 

and reconciliation in a spirit of understanding which transcends the conflicts and 

divisions of the past” (as cited in TRC 1999b, 55), while the scope of investigation 

was confined to: 

 “ (i) gross violations of human rights, including violations which were part of a 
systematic pattern of abuse; (ii) the nature, causes and extent of gross violations of 
human rights, including the antecedents, circumstances, factors, context, motives and 
perspectives which led to such violations; (iii) the identity of all persons, authorities, 
institutions and organisations involved in such violations; (iv) the question whether 
such violations were the result of deliberate planning on the part of the State or a 
former state or any of their organs, or of any political organisation, liberation 
movement or other group or individual; and (v) accountability, political or otherwise, 
for any such violation” (Parliament of the Republic of South Africa 1995, section 
4(a)).	

Gross human rights violations, in turn, were 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 
[such an act]” (Parliament of the Republic of South Africa 1995, section 1 (1)(ix)).  

This limited definition has yielded severe criticism over the course of the 

commission and in the many years since due to its exclusion of the lived experiences 

of apartheid policies – including the forced removals – even in the definition of severe 

ill-treatment39. It could be argued that exclusion of such extensive experiences 

indicates lack of voice in the commission creation process, however, it was not out of 

disrespect nor disregard for the victims or survivors that this was excluded, but for 

                                                

 
39 The complete definition of severe ill treatment can be found on page 81 in Volume 1 of the TRC 
final report.   
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reasons of time and resources of the commission. This is extensively addressed in the 

final report and point to nothing but regret that they were unable to include it40 (TRC 

1999b, 60-65). For the reasons above, both indicator 1.1 and 1.2 have thus been 

considered ‘fulfilled’.   

Because voice was testament throughout the negotiation process leading up to the 

signing of the Act, it becomes feasible to assume that also the commission’s 

mandated goals did match those of the general public, taking into account the 

expected division in desires between the (pre-assumed) perpetrators and victims. The 

limited interpretation and definition of ‘gross human rights violation’ as well as the 

question of amnesties have been and still are bones of contention concerning the 

commission, but the final report made clear that it was not out of failure to hear the 

public that these methodological decisions were made. The decision to limit the 

definition of severe ill-treatment is well underpinned, as was the decision to include 

amnesties a result of deliberate discussions and public voice, which the final form of 

the amnesty question proved to respect. Alas amnesties – worsened by the later lack 

of and/or severely inhibited reparations for victims – did make the victim-centered 

approach of the commission appear far more perpetrator-centric, amnesties were 

considered a necessary ‘evil’ to find the truth that local belief (based in Christian 

values) deemed required for reconciliation to commence, if one is to trust the final 

report (TRC 1999b, 60-65). For these reasons, with particular emphasis on the 

comprehensive and respectful address of contentious questions in the final report, also 

indicator 1.3 has been assessed ‘fulfilled’. 

 

Indicators 1.5 - 1.6: The relation to local norms and custom 

 

Two conclusions can be drawn from the public call for the TRC and its nationally 

engaging format, namely that both its creation and the public participation therein lied 

within local norms and custom, rendering indicators 1.5 and 1.6 fulfilled. This is 

                                                

 
40 It clearly states that it was very difficult for the Commission to exclude the lived experiences of 
apartheid policy from its focus and emphasizes that “it can never be forgotten that the system itself was 
evil, inhumane and degrading for the many millions who became its second and third class citizens” , 
as well as that the TRC should be seen as “but one of several instruments responsible for 
transformation and bridge-building in post-apartheid South Africa” (TRC 1999b, 62ff).  
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further testament by Archbishop Desmund Tutu’s extensive preaching throughout the 

commission’s operative years that ‘Reveling is Healing’, reflecting the predominantly 

Christian faith of South Africans and public belief in the virtues of confession and 

forgiveness41. Both Tutu (Chair of the Commission) and President Nelson Mandela 

were in fact strong pillars in the promotion of the TRC and can be understood as both 

the charismatic and traditional leaders that Weber discussed in his pathways to 

legitimacy. To that end, they become themselves strong evidence of the commission’s 

alignment within the constructs of local norms and custom.  

 

Indicator 1.4: Evenhandedness 

 

Remaining in the procedural justice and fairness assessment is then only 

evenhandedness. This is another aspect that the Commission was careful to 

implement throughout the process – to the extent that it even became criticized for 

bias against the ANC, who first formally called for the commission’s creation (TRC 

1999b, 50; Gibson 2009; Villa-Vicencio and Verwoerd 2000).  

By statute, the Commission was obliged to employ evenhandedness for all victims, 

irrespective of what side of the conflict they belonged to, and was led by the principle 

of treating all victims equally and free from any form of discrimination. The 

Commission manifested that such treatment did not in any way mean “that moral 

judgement was suspended or that the Commission made no distinction between 

violations committed by those defending apartheid and those committed to its 

eradication” (TRC 1999b, 65). It acknowledged loud and clear that the apartheid 

system was a crime against humanity, but it also accepted that despite that, it did not 

mean that “all acts carried out in order to destroy apartheid were necessarily legal, 

moral and acceptable” (ibid, 69). It adhered to international consensus that in order to 

keep the moral high ground in fighting for a just cause, one must also employ just 

means (ibid). As such, the Commission applied the tenets of international 

humanitarian law in differentiating victim from perpetrator and combatant from 

                                                

 
41 This highlights the importance of religion in an entity’s alignment within people’s internalized 
systems of norms, values, and beliefs, a question that Scott Appleby has dedicated significant efforts to 
researching (see e.g. Appleby (2000)). 
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vigilante, all the while accepting and adapting its framework to the core of Primo 

Levi’s ‘grey zone’ – that many who were victims in one respect were in fact also 

perpetrators in another, and all these complexities had to be taken into account (TRC 

1999b, Ch. 4).  

Further testament to the evenhandedness of the South African TRC is that the 

Commission was sued by close to every major political party in the country, including 

both the ANC and NP, which counters any suggestion that the TRC had been biased42 

(Gibson 2009, 138; Villa-Vicencio and Verwoerd 2000). Also indicator 1.4. can thus 

be marked ‘fulfilled’.  

Taken together, the complete fulfillment of the ‘procedural justice and fairness’ 

component is expected to materialize in the sentiment analysis by means of an over-

time positive influence, particularly strong in the early years before other factors 

began to take the center stage of the commission’s work.  

4.1.2.2. Provision of promised benefits  

The Promotion of National Unity and Reconciliation Act (the Act) tasked the 

commission with taking measures “aimed at granting the reparation to, and the 

rehabilitation and the restoration of the human and civil dignity of victims of 

violations of human rights” (TRC 2003, 92f). Having been referred to by either the 

Amnesty Committee or the Human Rights Violations Committee, section 26 of the 

Act even gave victims a legally enforceable right to apply for reparations by means of 

The Reparation and Rehabilitation Committee, RRC (ibid, 99)43. The Act however 

failed to provide any specifics with regards to this task. It would take until April 1998 

– two years after the hearings began – before the government regulations on urgent 

interim reparations (UIR) to victims were published in the Government Gazette, and 

until 2003 before (very limited) regulations on reparations at large were issued 

                                                

 
42 Ultimately, it was thanks to the personal intervention of then President Mandela that proper 
procedure was ensued and the final report was published with due procedural autonomy (Bakiner 2016, 
172) – once more indicating the genuine motivations behind the TRC’s establishment.  
43 The cut-off date to leave a human rights violation statement to the commission, which was required 
to be eligible for reparations, was December 1997 (albeit a few exceptions were made), whereas the 
deadline to apply for amnesty was May 1997 (TRC 2003, 176). 
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(Department of Justice 1998; Department of Justice and Constitutional Development 

2003).  

The most extensive and well-founded document was in fact the final report itself, 

submitted to the President in October 1998 complete with the RRC’s 

recommendations on both UIRs44 and final reparations (TRC 2003, 95). These 

extensive and arguably very well-founded policy recommendations were based on 

“internationally accepted approaches to reparations and rehabilitation” and stressed 

not only principles of redress and restitution, but also rehabilitation, restoration of 

dignity and reassurance of non-

repetition (see Figure 3 for a 

summarizing diagram)45. They also 

included the establishment of a body 

under the office of the State President or 

Deputy President, to be led by a 

National Director of Reparation and 

Rehabilitation, as well as the creation of 

so-called reparation desks at both 

provincial and municipal levels (ibid). 

The government regulations, however, 

were far from reflective of any of these.  

The 1998 regulations, albeit issued before the RRC’s written recommendations, 

allowed UIR payments not exceeding $40046 to by-the-commission acknowledged 

victims who succeeded to submit an application form for reparations. Only under 

exceptional circumstances (undefined) could the amount be increased (Department of 

Justice 1998). By the time that the RRC closed its offices in November 2001, 17 016 

completed such forms had been forwarded to the President’s Fund for further 

                                                

 
44 UIRs were defined as “assistance for people in urgent need, with a view to providing them with 
access to appropriate services and facilities” (TRC 2003, 93f).  
45 The recommendations spanned all five of the listed principles in detail, referring not only to 
government assistance and institutional reform but also to reparation and rehabilitation mechanisms 
that included full communities and the nation as a whole with deep respect for the survivors’ dignity 
and for culturally appropriate and adapted measures. The full extent of these are found in Volume 5 of 
the final report, summarized and further extended upon in the RRC report from 2003.   
46 Based on the ZAR-USD exchange rate as of 3 April 1998, accessed through XE (n.d.): 
https://www.xe.com/currencytables/?from=ZAR&date=1998-04-03 

Figure 3. RRC national recommendations for victim 

reparations.  

Source: TRC 2003, 172. 
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processing. 16 855 of these had also resulted in payments totaling approximately $4.9 

million47 (TRC 2003, 97). Nevertheless, by the time that the follow-up report was 

being written (published in 2003), the only additional response from the government 

had been a challenge to the individual reparation grant component of the RRC 

recommendations (TRC 2003, 96).  

Likely a result of the heavy criticism the RRC directed at the government for this, 

official regulations for final reparations were ultimately issued that same year (in 

2003). Alas, despite having had five years to assess the RRC’s recommendations in 

detail with its extensive gauge of the public’s needs, they incorporated only a once-off 

reparation grant of $4,38048 to identified victims (paid out in 2004), with no reference 

to any other recommendation (Department of Justice and Constitutional Development 

2003). The individual grant scheme as originally recommended by the RRC as only 

part of a broad benefit package had been a yearly stipend of $3,500 for a duration of 

six years. Needless to say, this slow and inadequate reparation process has been “one 

of the most contentious and strongly-criticized issues” concerning the TRC (Hayner 

2011, 275).   

It is important to understand here that the implementation of reparations never lied 

within the responsibilities of the Commission, but with the President’s Fund and 

various government departments. As repeatedly noted by the Commission in its 

reports, criticism for the failure to implement them had nonetheless been directed at 

the TRC, and thus the perception of the commission had floundered, fueled by the 

powers of the media (and mistaken media campaigns charging the commission itself – 

not the government – to speed up delivery of reparations) and the simultaneous 

implementation of the amnesty process (TRC 2003, 96, 170). The RRC strongly 

condemned the government for its failures in the 2003 report:  

“[T]he RRC has not been given reports on the actual implementation or assistance 
rendered to individual applicants. Information has been requested on many occasions 
from the Ministry of Justice and Constitutional Development, Welfare and Population 
Development, as well as the Social Cluster under the leadership of Dr Ayanda 
Ntsaluba, Director-General of Health ... The failure of the responsible government 
bodies to provide the required information, combined with the fact that victims return 

                                                

 
47 Based on the ZAR-USD exchange rate as of 30 November 2001, accessed through XE (n.d.): 
https://www.xe.com/currencytables/?from=ZAR&date=2001-11-30 
48 Based on the ZAR-USD exchange rate as of 12 November 2003, accessed through XE (n.d.): 
https://www.xe.com/currencytables/?from=ZAR&date=2003-11-12 
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constantly to the President’s Fund and the RRC empty-handed, points to a complete 
breakdown in the agreement forged between government (the Inter-Ministerial 
Committee on Reparation) and the RRC, as recorded in the quoted memorandum on 
14 October 1998.  

The appalling failure to meet the basic urgent needs of victims partly affirms the 
Commission’s recommendations that the implementation of the reparation and 
rehabilitation policy should be facilitated through the office with the highest authority 
so as to ensure co-operation and accountability on the part of government 
departments” (TRC 2003, 173).  

Based on the findings above, one would expect a severe decrease in public 

perceptions of the TRC post-1998. By then the government regulations on UIR 

payments had been released as a first public disappointment, and by mid-1999 a 

particular delay in application processing had been reported due to an uneven flow of 

applications. An additional delay was then recorded in and post-2001, after the RRC 

closed its offices and handed over the full responsibility of reparations processing to 

the President’s Fund (not only the final decision and payment as before) (TRC 2003, 

166, 179, 182). 

In conclusion, because no official – specific – promises had been made outside of 

government regulations, but only unbinding recommendations by the RRC, there is no 

earlier benchmark to compare the fulfilment of promised benefits against than the 

1998 and 2003 regulations. Nonetheless, one can safely say that the outcome by 2004 

had been highly disappointing and far from any public expectation or even broad 

recommendation. Acknowledging the arbitrary scale, I have due to this severe 

dissatisfaction of the reparation process assigned this indicator ‘unfulfilled’ in an 

attempt to clearly separate it from the scale of ‘partial’ assessments recorded below.   

4.1.2.3. Respectful and dignified treatment 

 

Indicator 3.1: Provisions for physical and social security 

 

Several provisions for respectful and dignified treatment of victims were stipulated by 

the Act, commencing with equal and discrimination-free treatment with compassion 

and respect for their dignity as read by section 11(a) and (b) of the Act (Parliament of 

the Republic of South Africa 1995). Particularly poignant for the indicator at hand 
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was however subsection 11(e), which held the framework for assurance of witnesses’ 

physical and social security:   

“appropriate measures shall be taken in order to minimize inconvenience to victims 
and, when necessary, to protect their privacy, to ensure their safety as well as that of 
their families and of witnesses testifying on their behalf, and to protect them from 
intimidation” (Parliament of the Republic of South Africa 1995).   

Provisions were further addressed in section 33, which stated that hearings would 

be open to the public unless the interest of justice intervened, and/or there were any 

risks that someone might come to harm as a result of public testimony. If so was the 

case, the person in question could apply for a closed hearing and the commission 

would issue directions with regards to both release of the information gathered during 

the testimony and any measures required to protect the witness and his/her identity – 

giving the commission broad powers to assist the witness (Parliament of the Republic 

of South Africa 1995).    

Section 35 provided for a limited witness protection program which was instituted 

on 1 May 1996 and refined due to lack of funds in December. Until then, interim 

measures were used in the form of the criminal justice system witness protection 

program (TRC 1999b, 387). In line with the final program, low-risk witnesses (from 

either ‘side’ of the conflict) were placed in community-based projects of various 

forms, whereas medium to high-risk witnesses were offered safe houses or were 

assigned protectors who guarded the them in their own homes in order to cut costs 

and minimize the disruption of witnesses’ lives (ibid, 388f).  

While the TRC itself considers the program to have been successful, and it was a 

novel effort from a TRC at the time, the program was not only limited in its funding 

and scope but have had several concerns raised against it. For example, because the 

program had hired staff members of particular backgrounds, including the former 

Security Branch49 of the government, the safety of the program was questioned as 

victims of these very branches came to testify under the ‘protection’ of their alleged 

abusers. There are also reports that the program was never implemented for witnesses 

of low to medium risk in KwaZulu-Natal or Gauteng, leaving them to fend for 

                                                

 
49 The Security Branch was “a notorious wing of the old South African Police that operated during the 
years of apartheid” (Irish et al. 2000). 
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themselves (Irish et al. 2000). Moreover, while the innovative use of community-

based resources extended the potential scope of the witness protection program and 

likely made it better ‘owned’ by the local people, there is a great risk of social 

ostracizing involved when neighbors, friends or family become involved with local 

witnesses’ testimonies and fears. Neither did the program – as understood from the 

final report – make any provisions in terms of transport to and from hearings or 

statement-takings (TRC 1999b).  

For these reasons and more, while witnesses were offered private hearings with 

adequate provisions thereof, the indicator for physical and social security of witnesses 

has been set to a compound score of ‘partially implemented’.  

 

Indicator 3.2: Professional assistance 

 

The Act had provisions for minimizing the ‘inconvenience’ for victims (only), but 

little detail was offered outlining provisions of psychological support, which posed a 

challenge for the commission to interpret and equally to uphold good quality over the 

course of operations. This affected several units and committees who took it upon 

themselves to design and implement remedies.  

The Mental Health Unit of the Commission discussed one of these issues 

concerning the format of statement-taking in the final report:  

“Initially, statements took the form of personal story telling to empathetic listeners, 
who recorded what was being said in a relatively informal manner. Due to the huge 
volume of statements, however, the process evolved into a more formalized fact-
finding effort … [which] compromised the healing potential of the encounter. It took 
away much needed emotional space … [and] denied statement takers the opportunity 
to make broad assessments and, where necessary, refer people to appropriate support 
services” (TRC 1999, 364).  

The RRC, in turn, strived to improve the mental health of witnesses by engaging 

and enlisting “a wide range of groups and community structures” to provide both 

psycho-social support programs to witnesses and follow-up workshops50 in the 

communities (TRC 1999b, 287).  

                                                

 
50 The follow-up programs were established upon finding that the hearings themselves offered little 
opportunities for reconciliation, despite the public call for the commission and its format. They were 
meant to assist the communities in dealing with the past and helping them design future policies, while 



From the Ashes of Scorched Earth  Angelica Lindqvist-McGowan 

 

 

65 

The ‘community structures’ included the South African Council of Churches with 

its well-developed infrastructure across the country’s communities, as well as other 

faith communities, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and community-based 

organizations (CBOs). Along with statement-takers and briefers, they were offered 

specialized training to learn to provide qualitative support to deponents before, during 

and after hearings, in hope of avoiding the re-traumatization that Karen Bronéus 

(2008, 2010) in later research has shown to be so prevalent amongst deponents 

(statement-givers, witnesses). It was part of the commission’s capacity-building 

efforts in existing community structures and took particular care in facilitating a 

culturally appropriate and dignified service: 

“[The training] ensures that support was provided by people who were trusted by the 
victims and who shared the same language and culture. Sensitivity to such aspect was 
part of the commitment of the Commission to provide a service that was victim-
friendly, culturally appropriate and respectful of the dignity of witnesses” (TRC 
1999b, 290).  

However, the availability of community resources varied greatly across regions 

and to add insult to injury, many deponents who sought assistance from clinics, 

hospitals and/or schools were denied access to these upon failing the established 

‘means test’ (TRC 1999b, 288). Albeit not a nationally-affecting consequence, one 

can expect these issues to come through in the sentiment analysis in terms of a 

lowered over-all perception of the commission, particularly evident after all 

commission offices were fully operative in the late spring of 1996 (TRC 1999b, Ch. 

3). 

It must also be emphasized that the assistance that was offered was limited to 

victims only. The TRC was overtly a victim-oriented commission, but it is important 

to acknowledge that also alleged and proven perpetrators can and most likely are 

suffering from mental problems from the conflict. If reconciliation is to be understood 

as a process involving profound attitude change and willingness to interact with one 

another once more, one may have to put morals aside and assist also perpetrators in 

order to avoid ego-defensive functions to kick in, which may recreate deeply rooted 

                                                

 
owning the reconciliation process and “creat[ing] community-based initiatives that would continue 
after the Commission’s work had ended” (TRC 1999b, 291). 
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stereotypes and myths and ultimately inhibit complete societal and national 

reconciliation. Indeed: 

 “a commitment to reconciliation and healing means that the psychological plight of 
individuals who were involved in the perpetration of gross human rights violations 
and their families should be acknowledged. Like victims, perpetrators need to be 
given space to examine their emotional reactions and to reintegrate what has probably 
been disassociated from their emotional life” (TRC 1999b,368). 

In terms of the perceived legitimacy of the commission, failure to treat everyone 

with evenhandedness in these respects may undermine the truth-telling project 

altogether, further decreasing the overall perception of the commission throughout the 

period under investigation in this thesis.  

For the reasons above, the indicator for professional assistance has thus been set to 

‘partially implemented’.  

 

Indicators 3.3 and 3.4: Reconciliation and appropriate practices 

 

Albeit debates will always arise over what factors ought to be incorporated into a 

working definition of reconciliation, the definitional process explained in the final 

report points to a broad and inclusive understanding of the concept. It is based on the 

constitutional commitment to respect human life and dignity and revive the African 

sentiment and belief in Ubuntu, the belief that ‘people are people though other 

people’ (TRC 1999, 126). As acknowledged by the TRC, Ubuntu also intertwines 

perfectly with the also prevalent Judeo-Christian tradition in South Africa as 

“[n]either is monolithic in its approach; [and] both contain strong sources of 

communal healing and restoration” (ibid, 127). To that end, it is reasonable to assess 

the commission’s understanding of reconciliation was well-rooted in local norms, 

belief, and practice.  

Understanding reconciliation as a concept concerned with communal healing and 

agency with a focus on interpersonal relationships, the description above of the 

mental health efforts of the RRC also confirm that the TRC did incorporate local 

reconciliatory practices. These processes were mostly not initiated by the TRC itself 

(barring the follow-up forums) but encouraged by the commission and placed in the 

hands of local communities to fully own and design. It certainly did alleviate the 

financial and administrative burden of the commission as critics are likely to point 



From the Ashes of Scorched Earth  Angelica Lindqvist-McGowan 

 

 

67 

out, but this hand-over perfectly aligns with the local understandings of 

reconciliation; that it is not to come from above, but to grow from within. To that end, 

the socio-cultural adherence indicators have both been assessed ‘fulfilled’.  

4.1.2.4. Summary 

Table 4. SFC Codebook, South African TRC 
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4.1.3. Dependent variable: public perceptions of the commission 

Based on the analysis above, several theoretical assumptions can be made. From the 

positive assessment of procedural justice and early evenhandedness, one can expect 

an over-time positive influence on sentiment ratings, with particular weight in 1996-

1997 before other factors began to play in. Similarly, one may expect an over-time 

positive influence from the commission’s evenhandedness over the course of its 

operations, as well as from its adherence to socio-cultural norms and practices. 

However, the only partially fulfilled ‘general conditions’ indicators are expected to 

negatively affect the ratings throughout the operative years, given their long-term 

impacts on witnesses’ well-being and relevance also after the initial statement-taking 

phase had concluded, when the commission’s operations continued in other forms.  

While a positive effect is expected from the publication of the RRC recommendations 

in 1998, and the final report that they were part of, 1998 was also the year the limited 

UIR regulations were released. Looking further at expected consequences of the 

provision of benefits, a decrease in ratings can be expected in 1999 following the 

delay in UIR application processing, and again in 2001 onwards, as the RRC closed 

its offices and handed over its tasks to the President’s Fund, leading to further delays.  

Ultimately, one may expect an extensive drop in ratings in 2003, as the minimal 

regulations for final reparations were released. Nonetheless, this was also the year that 

the follow-up report was issued and reparations began to be paid out, which ought to 

have resulted in positive influences as well.  

The sentiment analysis generated puzzling results, displayed in the figure below 

which plots the mean compound scores of over 4100 South African articles. Each unit 

(dot) corresponds to the normalized sentiment rating of the main text of one article, 

rendering many units invisibly stacked within the cluttered columns.   
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Figure 4. Mean compound scores, South Africa 

 
 

The linear trajectory displays an ever-decreasing sentiment orientation, while the 

polynomial trend changes directions over time. Because the linear trend is strongly 

affected by the unit-intense early years, whereas the polynomial trend offers nuance to 

the trend in cutting through the average sentiment ratings of each year, the latter is the 

source of the discussion below.  

While also the polynomial trend remains below zero until 2003, an ever-so-slight 

increase in distinguishable between 1996-1997, which returns to -0.1 in 1998. After 

1998, the ratings begin to plummet, reaching its lowest average score of -0.3 in 2000. 

Thereafter, ratings slowly increase over 2001, stopping just below neutral in 2002 and 

reaching a positive score of approximately 0.15 in 2003. With only four articles to 

base the assessment on in 2004, the ratings then retreat below zero.  

That ratings were negative even during the first two years of operations, when 

positive influences from procedural justice and early fairness were expected to be at 

their strongest, in addition to contributions from the adherence to socio-cultural norms 

and practices, was somewhat surprising. It suggests that the negative effect from the 

only partially fulfilled ‘general conditions’ were more intense than expected. The 

gravity of the South African conflict may be the determining factor in this puzzle, 

given that the provisions for physical and social safety of witnesses that were 

incorporated into the ‘general conditions’ here concerned protections for testifying 

about a conflict that even for those who were not personally affected by the physical 
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violence had resulted in detrimental consequences from the structural violence of the 

apartheid government. Pressures to testify despite such fears and under seemingly 

limited protection were likely also exacerbated by the lack of choice to do so, as 

leaving a statement was a requirement to apply for reparations and many families had 

lost everything they had through the forced removals and deep infringements on every 

aspect of daily life during the apartheid years. Thus, it is reasonable that the 

questionable ‘general conditions’ held great weight in the South African context, and 

that the positive influences from procedural justice and fairness, as well as the 

adherence to socio-cultural norms, simply ‘neutralized’ some of their damaging 

impact. That the years of 1996-1997, despite their low values, were still the highest 

rated years until 2002 does confirm this conclusion.  

While the 1999 drop in ratings coincided with the first delay in UIR processing and 

thus supported expectations, reports from 1998 and 2000 were particularly puzzling. 

1998 held expectations of intense negativity from the insufficient amount stipulated in 

the UIR regulations issued that year, yet ratings were only marginally lowered from 

the year before. A possible explanation is that UIR reparations also began to be 

processed that year, which despite their low amount would have been a significant 

relief to many victims finding themselves in deep poverty. To that end, it might have 

been indignant to expect that the disappointment over the sum would trump the 

outlook for any kind of reparation provided. Moreover, the interim payments 

coincided with the publication of the final report – complete with a comprehensive 

recommendation chapter that addressed extensive reparations for victims – which 

survivors had every reason to still hold out hope for. That large numbers of both 

positive and negative articles were published – pointing to both sides of this coin – is 

indicated by the vast distribution of sentiment ratings that year, from -0.7 to +0.8.  

Despite lack of expectations for significantly detrimental influences, the year of 

2000 saw the greatest extent of ill-rated articles, with several scores close to -1. An 

initial assumption would be that the negativity spurred from the widespread 

discontent with the government’s failure to address and begin to implement the 

recommendations laid out in the final report. Acknowledgement of the following 

years’ rising ratings – still awaiting both address and implementation – however 

debunks this assumption. A quick survey of the highest and lowest-rated articles that 

year was therefore conducted, with unfortunate indications of skewed results due to 



From the Ashes of Scorched Earth  Angelica Lindqvist-McGowan 

 

 

71 

limitations in the sentiment analysis tool. Albeit VADER is an intelligent tool that is 

capable of mitigating numerous problem that earlier programs failed to do, the 

program is primarily based on a sentiment lexicon that cannot understand larger 

contexts. It cannot separate an article that was critical of the TRC itself from an article 

that only mentioned the TRC in passing. This task lies in the hand of the researcher. 

Neither can it distinguish what the purpose of an article was; whether it attempted to 

evaluate the TRC or merely report on its gruesome findings. It primarily bases its 

results upon a scan of the article’s words and comparison of these to its sentiment 

lexicon, which in reports on gruesome violence and abuses results in extremely 

negative ratings, even if the article itself was never critical of the TRC’s work. This 

proved to be a major methodological issue, caught too late to address within the scope 

of this thesis. It is further addressed in the analysis.  

The rapid increase in sentiment ratings through 2002, which continued until final 

reparations regulations were issued along with the follow-up report in 2003, was also 

baffling. One would expect that the minimal amounts offered in 2003, with no regard 

for any other reparations recommended, would have caused public outrage – 

particularly given that the failure to provide reparations has been the most contentious 

issue concerning the South African TRC over time. Nonetheless, media reports in 

2003 crossed the neutral threshold, reaching the (for the period studied) maximum 

value of 0.15.  

While it is possible that media channels that year were used to praise the TRC for 

its heavy criticism of the government’s failure to implement recommendations 

(posited in the last two volumes of the final report), and that public sentiment soared 

over receiving any benefit at all after so many years of silence, also the rise in ratings 

appeared to be result of the methodological issues above. Furthermore, the Factiva 

searches for the years of 2001-2004 saw ever-lessening amounts of articles collected. 

In lieu with their wide distribution across the rating spectrum, the reliability of results 

from these years – across all figures – are unfortunately questionable and an issue that 

future research ought to remedy. To this end, less weight has been given to the latter 

years, particularly to 2004 for which Factiva generated only four articles.  
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Figure 5. Mean compound scores of main texts, coupled with displays of the most positive [max comp] and most 

negative [min comp] sentences per article, South Africa.  

 
 

In addition to the mean compound scores discussed above, VADER captures 

several other ratings that deserve brief study. First come the most positive and 

negative sentences of each article’s main text, known as the maximum and minimum 

compound scores (the trends of which are displayed in Figure 5 with the full 

distribution in Figure 6). Albeit reporting only on a single sentence from the main text 

is of little use for the general picture, these scores can offer some further clarity.  

Seen from Figure 5, the most positive scores increased over the first two years, 

plummeting post-1998 until 2001 to reach their highest score in 2003, in line with the 

mean compound trends. The most negative scores remained more or less stable at -0.7 

until 2001, when they improved following a similar trajectory as the two other scores. 

From this it can be interpreted that negativity remained more of less the same, 

whereas the determining factor throughout the TRC’s operation was the rise and fall 

in positive reports51. Particularly interesting was looking at the distribution of these 

(Figure 6). In both minimum and maximum compound scores, the distribution is 

                                                

 
51 This is also supported by a closer look at the distribution of average positive and negative 
proportions of sentences in the main texts over time, seen in Figure 15 and Figure 16 in ‘Appendix A: 
All graphs, South African TRC’. While the trend lines offered little new information to the equation, 
greater concentration or homogeneity indicates greater reliability. Both positive and negative scores did 
concentrate over time, but positive scores remained more homogenous than the negative throughout.  
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rather large, pointing to great diversity in news reports. The year of 2000 is especially 

fascinating, displaying maximum compound scores of -1 (that is, the most positive 

sentences in the main text of these articles were almost 100% negative).  

 

 

It must be noted that all of these findings should be weighed against the backdrop 

of articles having been between 80-85% neutral throughout the period studied (Figure 

7). Thus, the subjectivity extracted constituted only 15-20% of the main texts. As 

news media holds objectivity as a general virtue in its reports, these numbers 

nonetheless lie within expectation. In fact, they make the still identifiable subjectivity 

of each article (best read by mean compound scores) yet more interesting to study.  

 
Figure 7. Mean neutral proportion of articles, South Africa. 

	
	

Last, it should be noted that removal of outliers did not have any significant effect 

on the results due to their low number in relation to the 4100+ articles studied. Their 

Figure 6. Most positive and negative sentences in the main texts, South Africa. 
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removal skewed the trend lines (retained in the same shapes) only so slightly up or 

down depending on the graph in question52. This was the case also for the Canadian 

analysis. Because deeper statistical analysis is beyond the scope of this thesis and the 

effect was minimal, outliers have not been further addressed.  

 

4.2. Canada 

Truth Commission: The Canadian Truth and Reconciliation Commission 

TRC period under investigation: 1874-1996 

TRC operative years: 2008 –2015 

Years under study: 2008 - 2017 

4.2.1. Background  

“States that engage in cultural genocide set out to destroy the political and social 
institutions of the targeted group. Land is seized, populations are forcibly transferred, 
and their movement is restricted. Languages are banned. Spiritual leaders are 
persecuted, spiritual practices are forbidden, and objects of spiritual value are 
confiscated and destroyed. And, most significantly to the issue at hand, families are 
disrupted to prevent the transmission of cultural values and identity from one 
generation to the next. In its dealing with Aboriginal people, Canada did all these 
things” (TRC Canada 2015b, 1).  

The roots of the Canadian Truth and Reconciliation Commission, much like the South 

African context, dates back to the imperial wars and colonial conquests commenced 

by European settlers in the 16th century. Guided by the Doctrine of Discovery and the 

idea of terra nullius, British imperialists claimed indigenous people’s lands across the 

world for centuries, allegedly believing that they were civilizing ‘savage heathens’. It 

was a mission that rested on racial, spiritual and cultural superiority and was morally 

justified by the Christian churches – a mission that in both Australia and Canada came 

to constitute a cultural genocide of the Aboriginal populations, characterized by the 

residential school systems put in place to assimilate and ‘civilize’ Aboriginal children 

(TRC Canada 2015b, 44-50). It is the detrimental legacy of this system in 

                                                

 
52 A comparison between graphs with and without outliers can be found in ‘Appendix A: All graphs, 
South African TRC’ (Figure 14).  



From the Ashes of Scorched Earth  Angelica Lindqvist-McGowan 

 

 

75 

contemporary Canada that led to the call for a Canadian truth and reconciliation 

commission in the mid-2000s.  

“For over a century”, the Canadian TRC writes in the final report, “the central 

goals of Canada’s Aboriginal policy were to eliminate Aboriginal governments; 

ignore Aboriginal rights; terminate the Treaties; and, through a process of 

assimilation, cause Aboriginal peoples to cease to exist as distinct legal, social, 

cultural, religious, and racial entities in Canada” (TRC Canada 2015b, 1).	

The Treaties were negotiated settlements between First Nations and the Canadian 

federal governments. What for the colonizers was an instrument to lawfully seize 

native lands was by the Aboriginal people seen as a means of establishing a lasting 

and reciprocal relationship. They sought from the Treaties agricultural supplies, 

training, and relief during epidemics and famine that came with a “time of social and 

economic transition”, but unfortunately the Treaties came to be marked by fraud, 

coercion and lack of or very slow implementation on the federal government’s end 

(TRC Canada 2015b, 1, 53).  

First Nations were through the Treaties forced from resource-rich and fertile 

farmlands to remote and “economically marginal” reserves where they were soon 

confined by the unlawful institution of pass laws that strongly reminisced the South 

African counterpart. Aboriginal governments were replaced with band councils 

designed to be overridden and deposed of at the Canadian government’s behest, and 

any native persons who refused to sacrifice their Aboriginal identity were stripped of 

their rights to partake in the political, economic and social life of the ‘new’ Canada 

(TRC Canada 2015b, 1 f).  

Over time, various colonial legislations – iconically centered around renditions of 

the The Indian Act – came to impinge on almost every aspect of everyday life for 

Aboriginal people, the linchpin of which was the establishment of the Indian 

residential schools that for 160 years (until 1998) would serve to assimilate the 

Aboriginal population (TRC Canada 2015b, 1, 55).  
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While the schools were never part of the Treaties themselves, but originally 

established and run by Christian churches and missionaries (mostly taken over by the 

federal government towards the end of 19th century), they quickly became the only 

option for Aboriginal parents who wanted to see their children educated. The Treaties 

had promised provisions for education, including at the minimum financial coverage 

for on-reserve schools or teachers, but as with many other obligations, the federal 

government failed to fulfil them sufficiently (TRC Canada 2015b, 53). Where on-

reserve alternatives were unavailable, church or federally run residential schools were 

the only (albeit still voluntary) option.   

The voluntary nature of enrollment was however short-lived.  By 1894, federal 

legislation determined that First Nation children between the age of 6-16 could be 

forcibly enrolled in an industrial or boarding school if an ‘Indian agent’ or ‘justice for 

the peace’ feared that a child was not being properly cared for or educated under their 

current guardian’s care (TRC Canada 2015b, 60). Adding insult to injury, parents had 

begun to be forced to sign an admission form upon their child’s enrollment in 

residential schools already two years earlier, which transferred their powers as 

guardians of the child to the Principal or head teacher of the institution for the period 

of their schooling there. By 1920, the Indian Act was even revised to allow the 

government to compel First Nation children to attend residential schools, albeit a 

blanket compulsion was never instituted (ibid, 61f). 

It should be noted that a distinction was made between Aboriginal people with 

status as an ‘Indian’ under the Indian Act and Aboriginal children who lacked such a 

status and were known as Métis or ‘half-breeds’. Because federal governments 

Figure 8. Number of residential schools and school enrollment	

Source: TRC (2012, 64).	
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considered it to be the provincial and territorial governments’ responsibility to 

educate Métis children and local governments were reluctant to provide such services, 

also Métis children found themselves without any other choice than to attend 

residential schools even though legislation had specifically targeted only First Nation 

children (TRC Canada 2015b, 65f). Inuit children, on the other hand, did not begin 

enrolling in residential schools in large numbers until the mid-1950s, but due to the 

extensive distances between their homes and schools, the effects of their schooling 

have been particularly complex, with children often going years without seeing their 

families (ibid, 67).  

Albeit exceptions have been reported to the TRC over the course of its operation, 

the lived experiences of the residential schools were extremely hard on most students 

– regardless of Aboriginal belonging: 

“Buildings were poorly located, poorly built, and poorly maintained. The staff was 
limited in numbers, often poorly trained, and not adequately supervised. Many 
schools were poorly heated and poorly ventilated, and the diet was meagre and of 
poor quality. Discipline was harsh, and daily life was highly regimented. Aboriginal 
languages and cultures were denigrated and suppressed. The educational goals of the 
schools were limited and confused, and usually reflected a low regard for the 
intellectual capabilities of Aboriginal people” (TRC Canada 2015b, 3f).  

	

Upon arrival at the schools, siblings would be separated from one another, children 

stripped of their clothes and belongings in exchange for school-provided items (often 

resulting in loss of culturally and emotionally significant items) and some were 

assigned numbers that for years would be their names. Life in the schools became 

marked by a “world dominated by fear, loneliness, and lack of affection” (TRC 

Canada 2015b, 39ff), where physical and sexual abuse was not only rife but often 

went unreported – or when reported only superficially addressed or ignored altogether 

(ibid, 105f). “It was, at best, institutionalized child neglect”, the TRC concluded (ibid, 

43) – neglect that would cost the lives of thousands of students.  
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Figure 9. Death rates in residential schools 

 
      Source: TRC Canada (2015b, 91). 

 

It would take until 1960 before a steady decrease could be detected in residential 

school enrollment, following a long period of financial starvation of the schools that 

had led Indian Affairs to increase the number of day schools and allow First Nations 

children to attend public schools. By 1970, closure of the schools slowly commenced, 

with the last school shutting down in 1998 (TRC Canada 2015b, 68ff).  

4.2.2. Explanatory variables  

4.2.2.1. Procedural justice and fairness 

The Canadian Truth and Reconciliation Commission was mandated as part of the 

largest settlement in Canadian history – the Indian Residential Schools Settlement 

Agreement (IRSSA, or the Agreement) of 2007. It rendered the genesis tracing of the 

commission a complex task, due to which the description offered by the final report of 

the TRC has been complemented (and triangulated) with findings from a 2014 study 
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conducted by Rosemary Nagy53. Moreover, because the indicators of procedural 

justice and fairness in this case were closely intertwined, the next section will address 

all indicators but evenhandedness, which follows under its own heading.  

 

Indicators 1.1 – 1.3. and 1.5 – 1.6:  

The commission creation process and adherence to social norms and practices 

 

While political activism born from the legacy of the residential schools can be traced 

a century back in time, the largescale commencement of the path towards the IRSSA 

can be attributed to then-Grand Chief of the Manitoba Assembly of Chiefs, Phil 

Fontaine’s, depiction on national television in 1990 of his experiences in a residential 

school54. It gained widespread attention and consequently led more survivors to come 

forward and share their stories. Fontaine underlined the need for a disclosure process 

of which healing must be an integral part, and for “assurance that whatever is 

disclosed becomes part of public history for all Canadians” (TRC Canada 2015, 552; 

Nagy 2014, 204). Simultaneously, the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples 

(RCAP) had been formed, researching the 500-year colonial history of the country. In 

its final report is stressed that “no segment of our research aroused more outrage and 

shame than the story of the residential schools” and therefore called for a public 

inquiry specifically concerned with these (Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples 

1996, 601 f).  

In 1998, the federal government responded to RCAP with an official 

acknowledgement of and apology for the federal government’s role in the residential 

school system55, in addition to creation of the Aboriginal Healing Foundation with a 

                                                

 
53 The study was published in the Canadian Journal of Law and Society and focused specifically on the 
various political forces that paved way for the TRC by means of semi-structured interviews with key 
representatives from the IRSSA and TRC processes, namely “the Federal Government, the Assembly 
of First Nations (AFN), the Indian Residential School Survivor Society (IRSSS), the United Church of 
Canada, the Corporation of Catholic Church Entities Party to the IRSSA, the Presbyterian Church of 
Canada, the Anglican Church of Canada, the Aboriginal Healing Foundation (AHF), the International 
Centre for Transitional Justice, and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission” (Nagy 2014, 203). 
54 Fontaine later on also became Chairperson of the TRC.  
55 The address was made by the Honorable Jane Stewart, Minister of Indian Affairs and Northern 
Development, and can be found in full at https://www.aadnc-
aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100015725/1100100015726 (Stewart 1998).  
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fund of $350 million for community-based healing initiatives. Neither apology nor the 

community-healing initiatives intended however accounted for the vast structural 

violence and cultural assimilation of the system as a whole. They admitted only to the 

sexual and physical violence that had prevailed (TRC Canada 2015a, 1:559). 

Consequently, an increasing number of survivors turned to the courts in frustration, 

which led to the Baxter class action of 2000 that represented “some 80,000 direct and 

intergenerational survivors” in the claim for $100 billion in damages (Nagy 2014, 

205; TRC 2015, 568). Nevertheless, the civil courts avenue served neither survivors 

nor defendants well and can safely be said to have underpinned the ultimate decision 

to settle out-of-court (Nagy 2014, 206; TRC Canada 2015, 560-563), in addition to 

the “slow, uneven, and fraught transformation in attitudes and relationship” that 

several of Nagy’s interviewees believed to have commenced with the attention of the 

litigations and the Exploratory Dialogues (Nagy 2014, 206).   

The latter commenced in 1998 in an attempt to “explore alternative modes to 

litigation for resolving claims in a more humane and expeditious way”, bringing 

together over 400 “survivors, Indigenous healers and leaders, legal counsel, church 

leaders, and government officials” (Nagy 2014, 206). It resulted in a set of principles 

to guide the implementation of an Alternative Dispute Resolution Program (ADR), 

namely:  

“building relationships through mutual respect and understanding; the equal and 
mutual involvement of survivors in the ADR design; inclusivity; community 
involvement; the provision of health support during the process; and sensitivity to 
past trauma in questioning of claimants … [the engagement of] intergenerational 
impacts such as loss of parenting skills and loss of language and culture, and [the 
recognition of] the systemic racism and power imbalances that underlay the schools” 
(Nagy 2014, 207).  

Once again, a program unilaterally created by the government, the sole focus came 

to be on sexual and physical violence, subjecting survivors to “humiliating and 

traumatizing cross-examination” with utter disrespect for the voice, respect and 

dignity of the people (Nagy 2014, 207). A 2004 conference that had brought together 

parties from all sides of the conflict reached a similar conclusion. It led to two 

research reports that the following year would be used by a parliamentary committee 

to call not only for the ADR program’s termination, but also for a negotiated 

settlement with former students and a truth and reconciliation process (ibid, 208f).  
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Spearheaded by a Supreme Court decision one month later that allowed residential 

school survivors country-wide to pursue class action lawsuits for damages, converged 

with several other accommodating circumstances, a political agreement was 

ultimately signed in 2005 to commence settlement negotiations (TRC Canada 2015, 

566). Meanwhile, a community-based movement had begun in the form of a public 

inquiry roundtable with participants from churches, the Law Commission of Canada, 

the federal government, several survivor groups and numerous Indigenous 

organizations. Delving deeper into the practicalities of a public inquiry, they quickly 

shifted their language towards a community-based truth and reconciliation 

commission and planned to start fundraising for it themselves but were “preempted by 

the announcement of the settlement negotiations” (Nagy 2014, 209f). Representatives 

of the roundtable were instead invited to the TRC table of the IRSSA negotiations to 

bring forth their experiences and lessons (ibid).  

The IRSSA was eventually reached in 2006, and came into effect in 2007 with five 

components: a Common Experience Payment for all verified former residential school 

students starting at $10,000 with an additional $3,000 for each full or partial year of 

attendance (with a total fund of $1.9 billion); an Independent Assessment Process 

(IAP) for investigation of additional compensation for victims of sexual violence or 

serious physical violence and/or neglect in relation to the schools, amounting from 

$3,000-275,000 with the possibility for an additional $250,000 for income loss; the 

establishment of a TRC with a $60 million budget; a commitment of $125 million for 

the Aboriginal Healing Foundation and $20 million for community-based 

commemoration initiatives (TRC Canada 2015, 572ff).  

Seen from the description above, the Canadian process was far from problem-free 

and was often completely void of not only voice but of respectful and dignified 

treatment, but through the long-drawn process of the settlement negotiations, 

representative groups of the public at large were heard and ultimately allowed to take 

part in drafting not only the IRSSA but more importantly for this study – a hybrid, 

inclusive TRC mandate and design. What is particularly fascinating with this case is 

that albeit the reasoning behind the final provisions of the TRC mandate varied 

between the parties and had been cause of much tension, they were ultimately able to 

agree even on contentious questions such as what the TRC’s investigative powers 

ought to be and whether it should be allowed to name names. To highlight one 
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example, the government and churches sought to protect themselves in these matters, 

and several parties long opposed their attempts but eventually came to the realization 

that it would be more beneficial for the ultimate goal of healing, reconciliation and an 

expedient process that would allow elderly survivors to be part of the process to 

refrain from such demands. Indeed, as one of the parties in Nagy’s study explained: 

“it’s not really in the spirit of restorative justice to force people to do things [i.e. to 

use subpoena powers]. You want to create an environment in which people will 

voluntarily participate because it’s the right thing to do” (Nagy 2014, 211).   

Thus, albeit the TRC mandate was derived from the legalistic format of the public 

inquiry first called for, it was amended to incorporate Aboriginal understandings of 

reconciliation and healing closely intertwined with spirituality and relationship 

changing (further elaborated on below). The legalistic proponents gained grounds in 

the creation of the National Research Centre and in an “agreement for the provision of 

documents” (derived from discussions of the investigative powers) and the roundtable 

approach made advances in the inclusion of community events and reliance upon a 

Survivor Committee. Both sides achieved a foundation in truth-seeking, the 

organization of national awareness events, and the writing of a final report for the 

purposes of public education and recommendations for the future. Ultimately, also the 

government and churches made advances in avoidance of an official and legally 

binding public inquiry and the lack of powers to subpoena and name names (Nagy 

2014, 214).  

Such a careful – yet mutually accepted and welcomed – tradeoff in both design of 

the commission and drafting of its mandate points not only to the ultimate provision 

of voice to the people but also to early assurance of evenhandedness. That the 

nationally engaging and participatory format was desired and in line with local 

custom was also testament already in the early calls for a public inquiry, which in line 

with custom was adapted to a more humane and conciliatory form. For this reason, 

indicators 1.1-1.3 and 1.5-1.6 have all been assessed ‘fulfilled’.    

 

Indicator 1.4: Evenhandedness 

 

The assessment of evenhandedness required some adaptations to the unique nature of 

the Canadian context, born not from violent conflict in which it could have been 
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investigated as fair assessments of all parties’ involvement and abuses in line with 

Gibson’s definition, but from a one-sided, centuries-long and Euro-Christian 

assimilation policy. The Canadian TRC was not tasked with preparing grounds for 

criminal persecutions, nor was it allowed to name names unless these had already 

been made public through separate legal proceedings, admission or public disclosure 

by the person him/herself. Lacking such powers, including any offers of amnesties, 

the TRC had few benefits to offer in exchange for testimony for former staff, 

government and church officials who had been involved with the residential school 

system, other than the strive towards healing and reconciliation (TRC Canada 2015c). 

To that end, it is difficult to assign an evenhanded account of the period under 

investigation. Despite such weaknesses, the TRC did make a determined effort to 

include all parties in its investigations and research. Several chapters across volumes 

were dedicated to the staff experience and testimonies from officials in relation to the 

legislative foundations of the system, offering a nuanced narrative of the motivations 

and circumstances that convinced them that the system was justified and good56. Also 

in the TRC’s national and communal events were representativeness and 

evenhandedness emphasized in order to incorporate all perspectives and lived 

experiences of the schools in a non-judgmental and supportive environment that was 

never intended to cast blame or antagonize, but to build relationships and promote 

healing and reconciliation (ibid). Albeit a revised understanding of evenhandedness, 

this indicator has therefore been assigned ‘fulfilled’.   

 

Expectations for the sentiment analysis 

 

What can be expected from these findings in the sentiment analysis is a positive effect 

on ratings permeating the full time period researched, with particular weight in the 

early years, before the other two legitimacy components gained ground in practice.  

 

                                                

 
56 Most informative is Volume 1, part 1 ((TRC Canada 2015a), covering origins to 1939) and Volume 
1, part 2 ((TRC Canada 2015b), covering 1940-2000) of the final report. Also the interim report is 
however illustrative of evenhandedness in covering motivations and deeper understanding of the 
underlying mechanisms at hand, as well as some positive student experiences from the schools (TRC 
Canada 2012). 
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4.2.2.2. Provision of promised benefits 

The Canadian TRC was unique in its form as statement-giving or public testimony 

before the Commission was never a requirement to receive any of the benefits 

stipulated in the IRSSA, nor to take part in any of the reconciliatory events or projects 

born from the TRC process (IRSSA 2006c). It is therefore highly unlikely that the 

perception of the Canadian TRC would have been affected by either the CEP or IAP 

processes. In fact, the CEP was a blanket payment that required only proof that one 

had been a student at one of the residential schools listed in the IRSSA agreement or 

any of the schools that were later added to the list, whereas the IAP process had its 

own application and hearing process, disconnected from the TRC mission (ibid).  

While it is understandable that TRCs’ perceptions become clouded by prolonged 

or floundering reparation processes when they are closely connected to the 

commissions themselves (as was the case in South Africa) there is little cause to 

believe that such clouded judgements would have appeared in Canada – for several 

reasons57. First, the IRSSA was the largest class action settlement in Canadian history 

and the result of nearly two decades’ political activism. With free and easy access to 

media, it would have been close to impossible to have remained unaware of its 

outcomes and (at least) broad contents. Second, if such was nonetheless the case, it 

would have been remedied by the Advocacy and Public Information Program that 

commenced in 2007 with the specific task of (amongst other things) communicating 

to the Aboriginal community the content of the IRSSA and the opportunities for 

assistance thereof. With a $28 million budget, 165 regional and national projects were 

implemented across the country for this purpose (Government of Canada 2019b).  

Hence, it is not unreasonable to assume that misconceptions of the TRC’s role in 

the administration of CEPs and IAPs were few and that the only promised benefits of 

interest in the assessment of this indicator are those that were stipulated in the TRC’s 

own mandate, which primary goal was to reveal the complex truth about Canada’s 

colonial history and the legacy of the residential school system by documenting the 

                                                

 
57 Even if such misconceptions prevailed, both the CEP and IAP processes were well-implemented 
both in terms of the timeline set out in the Agreement and in terms of their content, shown by statistics 
on the government’s website. For comparison with the South African case, the average CEP payment 
was $20,457 and the average IAP payment including legal costs was $111,322 (Government of Canada 
2019a). 
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full extent of harms perpetrated against the Aboriginal population (IRSSA 2006b). 

While honoring the resilience and courage of both former students, their families, and 

the communities at large, the TRC was to guide and inspire a process of truth and 

healing that would lead to reconciliation for and between all parties in the ‘conflict’ –

steered by a commitment to rebuild relationships “on a basis on inclusion, mutual 

understanding, and respect” (TRC Canada 2015b, 23). Over the course of its 

operation, the TRC was also to support the commemoration of the former students 

and their families in line with the Commemoration Policy Directive in Schedule J of 

the agreement (IRSSA 2006a), which the $20 million grant was intended for58.  

Two timeframes were set out by the mandate. Within the first two years (and a 

possible 6-month extension), the Commission was to have completed all seven 

national events59 along with “research and production of the report on historic 

findings and recommendations”. Within five years, it was to have completed all 

“community truth and reconciliation events, statement taking/truth sharing, reporting 

to the Commission from communities, and closing ceremonies” as well as the 

establishment of a research center (IRSSA 2006b)60.  

While the TRC succeeded in fulfilling all of these promises before the end of its 

closing year, 2015, it was not a flawless process. Before the commission had even had 

a chance to commence public operations after its establishment in June 2008, two of 

the three commissioners resigned, stalling the process until the appointment of their 

replacements in June 2009 – severely disturbing the timeframe that led to only one of 

the 2-year objectives being fulfilled: the issuance of an interim report (TRC Canada 

2015b, 23, 33). From the appointment issues we can thus expect a negative effect on 

                                                

 
58 Projects could be proposed and implemented by any former student, their family, community, or 
group, for regional or national implementation. It was merely the TRC’s task to ensure that proposals 
met the objectives denoted in Schedule J of the IRSSA and then send recommendations for funding of 
these to the Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada (Government of Canada 2019; TRC 
Canada 2015, 572ff).  
59 The purposes of the national events were to share information with and from the communities; to 
support and facilitate the self-empowerment of former students and all those affected by the schools’ 
legacy; to provide a context and meaning for the CEP; to engage and educate the public, and; to work 
towards fulfilment of the Commission’s other goals (see Schedule N of the Agreement).  
60 Schedule N of the Agreement nonetheless stipulated that “[n]otwithstanding the five-year mandate, 
anyone affected by the IRS legacy will be permitted to file a personal statement in the research centre 
with no time limitation” (IRSSA 2006b).  
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sentiment ratings until the summer of 2009, followed by effects from the failure to 

implement all 7 national events leading up to 2011 (2,5 years after the commission’s 

creation).  

Due to significant challenges in collection of relevant documents from the federal 

government and the churches (as was part of the terms of the IRSSA), even the 

interim report published in 2012 however came to be limited. At five separate 

occasions, the TRC was forced to seek court direction to collect the documents that 

the Agreement had entitled them to: most notably in late 2012/early 2013 to receive 

files from the national archives, late 2013 regarding files from the government, and 

mid-2014 regarding IAP files (TRC Canada 2015b, 27ff). While the fault of this 

hampered data collection lay not in the hands of the TRC, but in the parties refusing 

to abide by the agreement, it indicates weaknesses in the commission’s ability to 

achieve its mandated objectives, testament in the incomplete interim report, and is 

expected to manifest itself in decreased sentiment ratings in media reports from these 

years.  

Due to the difficulties in obtaining the documents above, giving the commission 

limited to no time to review their content, the TRC mandate was in 2014 extended to 

conclude in the summer of 2015, offering the commission an extra year also to fulfil 

the rest of its promised objectives (TRC Canada 2015b).  

The seven national events were spread across four years: one in 2010, two in 2011, 

one in 2012, two in 2013, and the final event in 2014. Due to the appreciation and 

reach of these events, livestreamed with viewers from over 60 different countries 

(Government of Canada 2019b; TRC Canada 2015c, 31), these events are expected to 

manifest themselves with increased ratings in the sentiment analysis. 

As for community events, the TRC partook in almost 900 events, including “a 

number of special events that the TRC organized with various partners to engage with 

Survivors’ organizations and other Aboriginal groups, youth, women, faith 

communities, the philanthropic community, and new Canadians” (Government of 

Canada 2019b, 32). Part of Schedule J, it recommended 152 projects for TRC 

funding, of which 143 were approved. Several other commemorative projects also 

arose without TRC involvement (TRC Canada 2015b, 33).  

The location of the research center was announced in 2013, and officially opened 

just before the commission closed its officed in 2015, after which the final report was 



From the Ashes of Scorched Earth  Angelica Lindqvist-McGowan 

 

 

87 

submitted at the end of the year, fulfilling the last of its concrete objectives (TRC 

Canada 2015c, 34 f). This is expected to show a positive influence on sentiment 

ratings these years, as should the publication of the final report during and post-2015.   

In conclusion, the commission did succeed in fulfilling its promised benefits in 

terms of concrete (measurable) objectives before the end of 2015. Albeit the two-year 

timeline was missed, and such consequences are expected to show in the media 

reports, the ultimate fulfillment of all objectives rendered this indicator ‘fulfilled’61.  

4.2.2.3. Respectful and dignified treatment 

 

Indicators 3.1 and 3.2: General conditions 

 

Responding to the mandated assurance of providing “a holistic, culturally appropriate 

and safe setting for former students, their families and communities as they come 

forward to the Commission”, The Indian Residential Schools Resolution Health 

Support Program was set up in addition to the increased funding for the Aboriginal 

Healing Foundation. With a mission to provide safe, respectful, non-judgmental and 

confidential “mental health and emotional support services to former students and 

their families before, during and after their participation in IRSSA processes, 

including CEP, IAP, TRC events and Commemoration activities”, the program’s 

services were broad (Government of Canada 2019a). They included emotional 

support throughout the process, cultural support by means of Elders and/or traditional 

healers from local Aboriginal organizations, professional individual or family 

counselling through Health Canada, as well as transportation assistance with meals 

and accommodation when local services were unavailable (ibid). Those eligible for 

could receive up to 22 hours of services over the course of one year, with additional 

support available on a case-by-case needs basis thereafter. Eligible were all former 

students at the schools listed in the Agreement as well as their families (Government 

                                                

 
61 A future, refined study would however do best with a more defined and fine-grained scale for 
fulfillment of the indicators, which the somewhat arbitrary and exploratory assessment here is unable 
to specify. Because a ‘partial’ assessment indicates significant flaws in the provision of promised 
benefits, which the Canadian TRC despite challenges did not embody, it was decided to assign the 
variable ‘fulfilled’, acknowledging that the applied scale is not ideal.  
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of Canada 2018). Thus, the professional assistance offered was broad and generous, 

but it should be noted that many residential schools were left out of this agreement, as 

were day school students and parties who opted out of the Agreement62. This is a 

bone of contention that to this day is being fought in court (Justice for Day Scholars 

(n.d.) offers a brief overview of this journey). Due to the reasons stipulated in the 

section of procedural justice and fairness, it is however not expected to have affected 

the perception of the TRC per se, but rather the IRSSA, and have therefore been 

excluded from further analysis.  

To this author’s knowledge, there were however no specific provisions offered to 

ensure witnesses’ physical and social security. We know from the final report that 

statements were gathered in several ways and locations: at Public Sharing Panels and 

Sharing Circles at both national, regional and communal events, at Commission 

hearings, through private conversations with statement gatherers, and from statement-

taking in correction institutions due to the high rates of incarcerated Aboriginal 

people. We also know that professional assistance was offered in relation to all of 

these (TRC Canada 2015c, 26). For several reasons, it can however be argued that a 

witness protection program was unnecessary for this specific commission. First, 

because the commission lacked mandate to facilitate prosecutions, subpoena 

witnesses or even name names in its activities, former staff, church and government 

officials had little to fear personally from the commission’s work, and thus witnesses 

are assumed to have been at low risk of danger. Second, because legal proceedings 

were taking place separate to the commission – disconnected from one’s choice to 

testify before the commission – any person who feared negative consequences could 

choose not to share their story, to send in a written statement, or simply speak to a 

statement-taker in private, without any loss of reparations (ibid).  

To that end, the extensive professional assistance program is deemed sufficient to 

render the ‘general conditions’ indicators ‘fulfilled’ and is expected to manifest itself 

                                                

 
62 Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada writes on its website that “To date, 9,471 people have asked 
for 1,531 distinct institutions to be added to the IRSSA. Since implementation of the IRSSA, CIRNAC 
has determined that seven requested institutions meet the Article 12 test criteria and have been added as 
Indian Residential Schools for specific periods of time. The court has also added three institutions” 
(Government of Canada 2019a).  
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as a steady positive influence on sentiment ratings over time, with particular weight 

from 2010 when the first national event had taken place and statement-taking and 

community events were in full operation. 

 

Indicators 3.3 and 3.4: Adherence to socio-cultural norms and practices 

 

The Canadian TRC’s sensitivity to various understandings of reconciliation is 

humbling. Retaining a focus on its own definition as establishing and maintaining 

respectful relationships between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people, it facilitated 

open and honest discussions of what reconciliation meant for different groups in 

Canadian society and notes in its final report that it through “public Sharing Circles at 

National Events and Community Hearings … bore witness to powerful moments of 

truth sharing and humbling acts of reconciliation” (TRC Canada 2015b, 18f)63. It also 

emphasized that the commitment to building respectful relationships had different 

implications for different groups: 

“For many Survivors and their families, this commitment is foremost about healing 
themselves, their communities, and nations, in ways that revitalize individuals as well 
as Indigenous cultures, languages, spirituality, laws, and governance systems. For 
governments, building a respectful relationship involves dismantling a centuries-old 
political and bureaucratic culture in which, all too often, policies and programs are 
still based on failed notions of assimilation. For churches, demonstrating long-term 
commitment requires atoning for actions within the residential schools, respecting 
Indigenous spirituality, and supporting Indigenous peoples’ struggles for justice and 
equity” (TRC Canada 2015c, 21 f).  

The TRC allowed respect for the agentic role of silence for survivors who 

considered it key to their own healing, while simultaneously opening up an avenue for 

those who were ready to move beyond silence. It emphasized that reconciliation must 

go beyond the conventional Canadian approaches, because from an Aboriginal 

perspective, it “also requires reconciliation with the natural world” in line with 

Mi’kmaq and other Indigenous laws (TRC Canada 2015b, 18). Indeed, indigenous 

                                                

 
63 It also organized two forums for the purpose of gathering information on local understandings of 
reconciliation for the final report: the Traditional Knowledge Keepers Forum and the Two Spirit 
community forum, the latter organized with support from Égale Canada Human Rights Trust (TRC 
Canada 2015b, 33). 
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laws were extensively unpacked and analyzed, acknowledging that “Traditional 

Knowledge Keepers and Elders have long dealt with conflicts and harms using 

spiritual ceremonies and peacemaking practices, and by retelling oral history stories 

that reveal how their ancestors restores harmony to families and communities”, 

practices that have now become Indigenous law and “contain wisdom and practical 

guidance for moving towards reconciliation across this land” (ibid, 17). Such 

traditional and spiritual ceremonies were not only incorporated into the National 

Events, but support for community-based and community-planned commemoration 

and reconciliation events across the country made possible also the inclusion of 

desired ceremonies and practices endemic to each community – in a fully locally-

designed and locally-owned form (TRC Canada 2015b).  

Following the analysis above, indicators 3.3. and 3.4 have been assigned 

‘fulfilled’. Adherence to socio-cultural norms and practices can thus be expected to 

show a steady positive influence on sentiment ratings, with particular weight from 

2010, for the same reasons as above.  
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4.2.2.4. Summary 

 
Table 5. SFC Codebook, Canadian TRC 
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4.2.3. Dependent variable: public perceptions of the commission 

The empirical findings confirm the theoretical expectations stipulated in the last 

section. Seen from the linear trend in the figure below, we see a steady positive 

development of sentiment ratings related to the Canadian TRC over time, which the 

polynomial trend offers further nuance too as it passes through the average sentiment 

score of each year, allowing deeper analysis.  

Fulfilment of procedural justice and evenhandedness in the commission creation 

process were expected to be the most influential positive effects in the first year or 

two, remaining a steady but less influential contribution over time as other legitimacy 

components took the center stage, including evenhandedness throughout the operative 

years. Fulfillment of respectful and dignified treatment was expected to manifest itself 

as a general positive trend that increased over time as statement-taking and TRC 

events came in full operation. Provision of promised benefits, in turn, were believed 

have particularly positive influences from the National Events in 2010 (one), 2011 

(two), 2013 (two) and 2014 (one), as well as from the announcement of the location 

of the national research center in 2013 and its opening in 2015, when also the final 

report was published.  

Negative effects were however also expected, despite the ultimately successful 

fulfilment of the legitimacy components. From 2008-2009, the resignation of 

commissioners and subsequent suspension of the TRC operations were expected to 

counter the positive influences from procedural justice and early fairness, followed by 

a somewhat negative trend leading up to the end of 2011, as it became evident that the 

2-year plan would not be met, albeit the publication of the interim report (submitted in 

2011) would have mitigated some of the disappointment. Particularly negative effects 

were the court proceedings expected to have, during which both churches and the 

federal government resisted the TRC’s effort to collect the documents they were 

mandated to receive. This negativity was expected to culminate in 2012, 2013 (with 

double court cases), and 2014, after which only positive effects ought to have 

remained, if the theoretical framework was correct.  
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The trends are confirmed by the mean compound scores64 depicted below. Each 

dot corresponds to one article’s main text. While the general trends remain positive, 

negative influences are observable in the polynomial trend. Sentiment ratings do 

decrease between 2008-2009, remaining more or less the same until 2011. Between 

2011-2013, we see a continuous drop in ratings, reaching the period’s lowest score in 

2013 when the double court proceedings were underway. By 2014, ratings only just 

begun to increase – still at the bottom line – while continuing to increase until 2016.  

Remaining (relatively) high, ratings ultimately began to decrease in 2017.  

 
Figure 10. Mean compound scores of the main texts in Canadian news media. 

 
 

What is puzzling with these findings is that the expected positive effects of the 

national events and the announcement of the research center do not seem to have 

materialized when any kind of issues concerning the provision of benefits were 

prevalent. Even in 2010, when the first National Event was held, and in 2011 when 

two took place, there were hardly any visible increases in the mean compound scores 

despite lack of any major negative influences. Neither were any developments seen in 

ratings of the most positive or negative sentences in each article (see Figure 11). Only 

                                                

 
64 The mean compound scores show the overall sentiment ratings of the main text of each article as a 
compound of all sentences’ individual ratings, normalized as a value between -1 to +1.  
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in 2015-2017 did the trends increase – after the conclusion of court cases and any 

concerns about the commission’s ability to fulfil its promises65.  

 
Figure 11. Mean compound scores of main texts, coupled with displays of the most positive [max comp] and most 

negative [min comp] sentences per article. 

 
 

In 2013 – with three major positive events – mean compound ratings even 

plummeted and remained low despite a National Event also in 2014. This suggests 

that the negative influences also in the Canadian context, in this case arguably drawn 

from the court proceedings, were much stronger than positive occurrences. Because 

the drops in ratings were not too significant seen to the greater whole, it can however 

be assumed that positive influences did mitigate the disasters, while neither 

neutralizing nor averting them, which the sentiment distributions in the mean 

compound graph confirms. For example, in 2009 and 2012, when no particular 

positive events took place other than the general trends from procedural justice, 

fairness and respectful and dignified treatment, the sentiment distributions in Figure 

10 were more concentrated. In 2011 (with two National Events but also failure to 

meet the two-year objectives), we see some segregation moving towards more 

                                                

 
65 The slight decrease in 2017 can be explained by intense discussions about the TRC likely ‘wearing 
off’, perhaps in favor of other more pressing issues such as the class action litigations raised by day 
scholars. This is confirmed by the concentration of mean neutral sentence proportions (Figure 12) 
coupled with both the drop in positive compound ratings and the improvement in negative ratings, 
displayed in Figure 13.  
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positive ratings. In 2013, however, which had both several positive events and two 

court cases pending, we see compound ratings ranging from less than -0.5 to nearly 

+0.6. 2015 was another such case, likely the result of a large extent of final 

evaluations of the TRC’s operation at large. 

In the Canadian case, the most extreme negative effects thus appeared to come 

from the court proceedings that inhibited the TRC’s provision of promised benefits in 

terms of document collection required to unravel the unvarnished truth about the 

residential schools. Albeit the research design employed in this thesis lacks the ability 

to accurately assign weight to the three legitimacy components derived in the 

theoretical framework, these findings combined with those from the South African 

case suggest that the provision of promised benefits may be the most important 

component to fulfil in order to accrue positive perceptions of the TRC and thus 

perceived legitimacy. This reflects Fisk et alias’ interpretation of service delivery as 

governmental demonstration of “willingness and capacity to respond to citizens’ 

needs and demands” – bridging service delivery with not only procedural justice and 

fairness but also with respectful and dignified treatment (Fisk et al. 2012, 5).  

One possible explanation to the seemingly greater weight of negative effects can 

be explained by negative contact theory as first connected to truth commissions by 

Karen Bronéus (2019). The theory posits that negative contact with ‘the other’ (here 

the churches and federal government) reinforces “a normative fit which is consistent 

with people’s expectations and prejudice of the other” which not only worsens 

intergroup relations, but generalizes more than positive contact and with more long-

lasting effects (see page 29), which certainly matches the empirical findings in 

Canada. While these outcomes certainly inhibits the TRC’s ability to achieve its 

ultimate goals of healing and reconciliation, limits in the research design of this thesis 

unfortunately does not allow further investigation into whether these outcomes 

affected only the perception of the churches and government or also the TRC, which 

only a large-N over-time public opinion survey could fully assert. Nonetheless, the 

publicized nature of the IRSSA and thus also of the TRC mandate, does suggest that 

the public would have been adequately informed of the government and churches’ 

responsibility to hand over the required documents, consequently being able to 

separate critique against these bodies from critique against the TRC. Due to 

limitations in VADER, the sentiment analysis would however not have been able to 
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pick up on these differences, as it merely measures the sentiment rating of the articles 

collected – articles that in the first 50 words had mentioned the TRC. This will be 

further discussed in the analysis. Another, perhaps more likely explanation, lies in the 

simple fact that bad news sell, also further addressed in the analysis.  

Examined also in the discussion of the South African case is that the results – 

despite confirming the theoretical framework applied – were rather weak. Even in the 

case of Canada, where all legitimacy components were ultimately fulfilled and a 

positive trend was identified, the mean compound scores never exceeded 0.2. It can 

be explained also here by the high proportion of neutrality in the sentences, averaging 

over 85% throughout the period investigated as seen below (in comparison to the 

average positive and negative proportions of sentences displayed in Figure 13).  

 
Figure 12. Mean neutral proportions of sentences in Canadian news 

 
 

 

Figure 13. Mean positive and negative proportions of sentences in Canadian news 
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Last, like in the South African case, removal of outliers did not have any 

significant effect on the results due to their low number in relation to the 1600+ 

Canadian articles studied. Also here, their removal skewed the trend lines only so 

slightly up or down – while retaining their shapes – depending on the graph in 

question. Because deeper statistical analysis is beyond the scope of this thesis, these 

minor effects have not been further addressed.  
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5. Analysis and conclusion 

	

Overview of the argument and scholarly contribution 

This thesis set out to answer what role procedural justice and fairness, provision of 

promised benefits and respectful and dignified treatment play on perceived truth 

commission legitimacy. Commencing from a review of how legitimacy has been 

defined in previous international peacebuilding literature, mirroring the ancient Greek 

conceptualization thereof, the psychological understanding of the concept is instead 

embraced which interprets the phenomenon as an entity’s alignment with the public’s 

internalized system of social norms, believes and values. The theoretical framework 

then links this alignment with Max Weber’s three pathways to legitimacy (the legal-

rational, traditional and charismatic pathway) and the Elaboration Likelihood Model’s 

two routes to persuasion (the central and peripheral routes). Together, the three 

processes provide a re-conceptualized theoretical framework for how entities can 

reach out to the public at large, position themselves as legitimate bodies within the 

public’s internalized systems and ultimately instill voluntary acquiescence and 

willingness to engage with them. This willingness matters not only for testimony 

despite high risks, or when few concrete benefits are offered in return for testimony, 

but also for engagement with or acceptance of the TRC material – be it transmitted 

from media or directly from traditional or charismatic leaders.  

Where previous studies had been limited to investigations of the central route to 

persuasion in line with Weber’s legal-rational pathway to legitimacy, the use of media 

opened up for inclusion also of the peripheral route in the analysis, albeit the research 

design available for the limited time and resources of this thesis unfortunately could 

not determine which pathway was more significant in the TRCs’ ambition to 

commence a process of profound reconciliation in the respective countries.   

What did lie within the possibilities of this research design was an initial test of the 

three legitimacy components outlined at the top of this page, albeit it could only 
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speculate as to which component carried the greatest weight. This test was conducted 

by means of an over-time structured, focused comparison held against an over-time 

sentiment analysis of news reports about the respective commissions, from which 

preliminary findings66 suggested that the framework deserves merit, methodological 

issues aside.  

 

Summary of the findings 

Of the three legitimacy components, provision of promised benefits appeared to be 

the overall most significant factor across cases, in South Africa concerning monetary 

reparation payments and in Canada concerning collection of documents needed to 

find the unvarnished truth, followed by communal and national events and the 

establishment of a national research center. Nonetheless, the ebbs and flow in benefit 

provision appeared to oftentimes have been somewhat neutralized or even overturned 

by influences from both procedural justice and fairness and respectful and dignified 

treatment, the latter bearing far greater weight.  

In the South African TRC, despite the lesser reliability, the neutralizing power of 

physical and social security appeared to have been particularly strong, judging from 

the initial years of operation when human rights violation statements were collected. 

This is well in line with previous transitional justice literature (e.g. Brounéus 2008, 

2010) as well as with the core tenets of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. It is fully 

reasonable that safety mattered more than voice and evenhandedness as the victims 

were placed at (sometime high) risk through their testimonies. In the Canadian TRC, 

however, physical and social safety was ensured and focus could thus be placed on 

higher steps in Maslow’s hierarchy. In this case, it instead appeared that disrespectful 

signals from ‘the other’ had the greatest neutralizing and even overturning power, 

supporting Bronéus’ (2019) recent discussion on negative contact theory in TRC 

contexts. Indeed, disrespectful signals from government and churches through their 

resistance to provide documents that the Canadian TRC was mandated to receive 

appeared to trump the positive effects of multiple national events (i.e. provision of 

benefits). This implies that future studies would benefit from including ‘signals’ of 

                                                

 
66 Awaiting redress of the methodological problems risen, which lie beyond the scope of this thesis to 
remedy. 
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good intentions and willingness to work towards the mandated goals at all costs in the 

research design. 

Another explanation may however account for these effects better than negative 

contact theory, namely that bad news sell better than ‘puff pieces’ (see e.g. Arango-

Kure, Garz, and Rott 2014; Stafford 2014; Pinker 2018), which unfortunately poses a 

significant hinderance to sentiment analysis of news media.  

 

Methodological issues 

Despite general support for the theoretical assumptions of this thesis, a set of 

methodological obstacles were met which were made visible by the surprisingly low 

trend of sentiment rating in both countries.  

One reason for this was found in the high neutrality of media reports, never falling 

below 80% in either country. The subjectivity captured thus only constituted at its 

maximum 20% of the articles’ main texts. Future studies would benefit from a closely 

monitored selection of articles to remedy this and allow for greater subjectivity to 

permeate the findings. When this project begun, Factiva was selected as a source for 

material due to its high standards and ability to provide a comparable medium for 

both cases. Description of the database also claimed that it provided not only news 

articles from major news outlets but also from editorials and blogs, both of which 

would have been ideal for the purposes of this study. It however soon became clear 

that the outlets available upon a narrow search for both countries either completely 

lacked such outlets or included only a limited number of intendedly subjective 

articles. Under ideal circumstances (using the same analytical tool) , one would have 

manually sifted through the search results, personally selecting the beneficial stories 

or better yet manually extracting articles from various blogs and magazines (a very 

time-consuming task) or conducting a field study that would allow access to restricted 

sources that were unavailable from Sweden. An alternative approach would be to 

exclude articles from the Factiva search that proved to score over a certain level of 

neutrality. This, however, would result in very few remaining sources, affecting 

reliability and validity.  

The second reason was found in the methodological issue presented in the previous 

subchapter, a major overlook on my end. While VADER offered very promising 

benefits and solutions to previously posed problems in sentiment analyses, it was less 
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suited for analyses of such grave material. As the task of media is to report on the 

TRC proceedings in all its forms, it of course also reports on its findings – articles 

filled with words of extremely negative ratings in VADER’s sentiment lexicon, even 

though the inclusion of these words had no meaning for the public perception of the 

TRC itself. Such abuse-heavy reports were the cause of the 2000-year plummet in the 

South African ratings, covering results of the amnesty hearings and thus reporting on 

all the crimes that amnesty applicants confessed to. This issue was also the cause of 

the skewed results from headlines discussed in 3.3.2.2.  

An additional problem was found in VADER’s inability to separate articles that 

merely mentioned the TRC ‘in passing’, and articles that truly addressed the 

commission’s operations. Hardly any of the 2002-2003 articles from South Africa 

treated perceptions of the commission itself. Articles from 2002 were largely 

irrelevant for this study, as were the positive reports from 2003. The negative 2003 

reports mostly concerned various abuses and post-TRC court proceedings, leaving 

little room for further conclusions. 

Fortunately, the Canadian articles were better suited for the sentiment tool. Thanks 

to the commission’s differing objectives, seeking the truth not for legal or reparations 

purposes, but for healing and reconciliation, the majority of articles treated the 

commission itself and the outcome of its activities and events, rather than a heavy 

focus on the abuses. Abuses were certainly addressed, but in more overarching terms 

than the detailed accounts in South African media. To that end, the Canadian case 

study proved a far more fruitful study and equally the case most confirming of the 

theoretically – and from previous studies also empirically – assumed components of 

legitimacy.   

Differences between the selected cases that somewhat inhibits their comparability 

nonetheless need to be addressed. Discussed at length in the case selection, truth 

commissions by their very nature are difficult to employ a most-similar design to, 

ultimately resulting in the mostly analogical and less generalizable findings from 

previous commissions. The research design in this thesis attempted to offer a partial 

remedy to this problem by introducing a new tool to the transitional justice paradigm 

that allowed for cross-national comparisons at little to no cost for the researcher. 

However, the use of media to study sentiment does not abolish disparities in 

mandates, resources and other country-specific circumstances. While the South 
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African and Canadian TRCs shared many similarities that allowed a focus on 

stipulated legitimacy components, the Canadian TRC derived from a legal agreement 

which before the commission had even been established had laid out the regulations 

for extensive reparations – reparations that were also well-administered to those 

included by the IRSSA. Issues with the TRC format never laid with the commission 

itself, nor with interpretations by the commissioners – it laid in the negotiated format 

of the IRSSA, which liberated the TRC from exhaustive pressures and public 

scrutiny, largely even from requirements to provide for witnesses’ safety (see 4.2.2.3). 

In the first year of the Canadian commission’s operation, the Prime Minister also 

issued a public apology, following other government officials before him, and while 

the broader extent of the residential schools’ legacy had not yet been established, the 

Royal Commission and several victim testimonies had already laid the groundwork 

for the Canadian TRC. In the South African case, neither had been achieved and thus 

a huge weight was placed on the commission’s shoulders. Moreover, differences such 

as investigative powers, resources, number of commissioners and staff – including the 

composition of such, period under investigation, length of commission, scope of the 

mandate and much more all differed between the two commissions – differences that 

only a large-scale, large-N, cross-national and over-time statistical survey could truly 

account for and isolate the effect of, which I strongly encourage future research to 

incorporate. Ultimately, the Canadian TRC was established in a consolidated and 

rather wealthy democracy, whereas the South African TRC took place in a transitional 

post-conflict society.  

 

Recommendations for future research 

Future research concerned with the intricate psychological mechanisms underpinning 

truth commission legitimacy is strongly encouraged to broaden the number of cases 

included, not only to address the case-based issues above but also to assess cases with 

greater variations in procedural justice and fairness as well as in respectful and 

dignified treatment. While some temporal differences were identified here, the overall 

assessment given the limited three-point-scale was for both cases a complete 

fulfillment of these variables with significant variance only in provision of promised 

benefits, which limited the generalizability of the findings.  
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For decreased risks of multicollinearity, the extended number of cases should be 

coupled with an incorporation of variables such as trust in the establishing body of the 

TRC, trust in the government or transitional administration, and a tracing of TRC 

funding to evaluate from where potentially detrimental power structures may come 

that could hold leverage over weaker commissions to alter their final reports. Also, an 

assessment of whether available resources were efficiently used (and used for 

appropriate causes) would be beneficial – all of which was beyond the scope and 

capabilities of this thesis.  

To best assess the relative weight of the legitimacy components (and potential 

addition of more), semi-structured interviews ought to be conducted before, during 

and after the commission’s operation, similar to the surveys administered by Karen 

Bronéus in her latest project (2019). Such opportunities are however rare, and close to 

impossible to find in cross-national contexts – projects that would span decades to 

conclude. If a general survey design is created, and replicated by coming scholars, it 

is nonetheless an important collective project that scholars are strongly encouraged to 

embark upon. With questions particularly designed to gauge the perceived fulfillment 

of procedural justice and fairness, provision of promised benefits and respectful and 

dignified treatment, with a more refined framework for assessing what the socio-

cultural norms are and with a larger scale of fulfilment (as opposed to the limited 3-

point-scale employed here), far greater conclusions can be drawn. Ideally, these 

surveys would be re-administered each year of the commission’s operation, as well as 

in the immediate post-commission years, in line with the design developed here.  

Last, in order to fully gauge the significance of the central and peripheral route, 

respectively, such a survey would also include questions of from where the public 

received information about the TRC, if there were contradicting messages, and if so, 

whose messages they engaged with and ultimately accepted – if any. This would not 

only solve the final puzzle of this thesis but would have a profound impact on future 

truth commission designs.  

Interwoven with the psychology of legitimacy and the dissolution of misconceived 

Judeo-Christian assumptions, it is my hope that future research addressing these 

methodological obstacles can pave way for a shift in the disheartening trend of truth 

commission efficiency – with the ultimate goal of assisting post-conflict societies rise 

from the ashes of scorched earth.  
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7. Appendices 

Appendix A: All graphs, South African TRC 

 

 
 

Figure 14. Mean compound scores, South African TRC, displayed without outliers. 
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Figure 15. Negative proportion of main texts, South African TRC 
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Figure 16. Positive proportion of main texts, South African TRC 
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Appendix B: All graphs, Canadian TRC 
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