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gage whether or not it would be worth my time, and all praised Truth V. Justice: The Morality of Truth Commissions: 

26 of 28 people found the following review helpful. Essential for anyone researching truth commissionsBy Peter E. 
HarrellThe book contains pieces by noted academics such as Amy Gutman, Martha Minow and Kent Greenawalt, 
providing a reasonably through overview of the moral issues surrounding truth commissions. The book tries to pose 
and discuss questions such as "Do truth commissions sacrifice justice for pragmatic reasons?" and "Can truth 

http://f3db.com/pub/links.php?id=0691050724


commissions be justified by appeals to non-retributive theories of justice." Almost all of the essays are well written, 
and on the whole the book provides an excellent introduction into the theory behind truth commissions, though it 
focuses almost exclusively on the South African model and generally ignores commissions in Latin America and 
Europe. Although a number of the essays cite historical events, the book lacks pieces describing the actual formation 
and work of South Africa's Truth Commission; nor does it contain any primary documents. However, most of the 
relevant documents are easily accessible on the web, and their absence does not seriously detract from the book. The 
book is solidly aimed at the academic realm; those wishing for an easy-to-read, general introduction to truth 
commissions should probably look elsewhere. However, I highly recommend this book as a general reference and for 
students and scholars seriously interested in the theoretical underpinnings of truth commissions.

The truth commission is an increasingly common fixture of newly democratic states with repressive or strife-ridden 
pasts. From South Africa to Haiti, truth commissions are at work with varying degrees of support and success. To 
many, they are the best--or only--way to achieve a full accounting of crimes committed against fellow citizens and to 
prevent future conflict. Others question whether a restorative justice that sets the guilty free, that cleanses society by 
words alone, can deter future abuses and allow victims and their families to heal. Here, leading philosophers, lawyers, 
social scientists, and activists representing several perspectives look at the process of truth commissioning in general 
and in post-apartheid South Africa. They ask whether the truth commission, as a method of seeking justice after 
conflict, is fair, moral, and effective in bringing about reconciliation. The authors weigh the virtues and failings of 
truth commissions, especially the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission, in their attempt to provide 
restorative rather than retributive justice. They examine, among other issues, the use of reparations as social policy and 
the granting of amnesty in exchange for testimony. Most of the contributors praise South Africa's decision to trade due 
process for the kinds of truth that permit closure. But they are skeptical that such revelations produce reconciliation, 
particularly in societies that remain divided after a compromise peace with no single victor, as in El Salvador. 
Ultimately, though, they find the truth commission to be a worthy if imperfect instrument for societies seeking to say 
"never again" with confidence. At a time when truth commissions have been proposed for Bosnia, Kosovo, Cyprus, 
East Timor, Cambodia, Nigeria, Palestine, and elsewhere, the authors' conclusion that restorative justice provides 
positive gains could not be more important. In addition to the editors, the contributors are Amy Gutmann, Rajeev 
Bhargava, Elizabeth Kiss, David A. Crocker, Andr du Toit, Alex Boraine, Dumisa Ntsebeza, Lisa Kois, Ronald C. 
Slye, Kent Greenawalt, Sanford Levinson, Martha Minow, Charles S. Maier, Charles Villa-Vicencio, and Wilhelm 
Verwoerd.

From BooklistThe South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission is the most prominent of inquiry groups that 
have been charged with finding the intersection of truth and justice in the aftermath of some atrocity, but it is by no 
means the only one nor is it likely to be the last. But given the prominence and the consciousness of post-apartheid 
South Africa, its truth commission provides the model against which others are measured. Rotberg and Thompson 
have compiled a collection of essays that primarily examine the South African experience but also look at conditions 
in Sri Lanka, Haiti, Guatemala, and El Salvador that seem ripe for such commissions. Contributors explore the history, 
causes, conflicts, and contradictions of truth commissions, and critique the potential and limitations of the process. It is 
a process wrought with conflict between truth and justice, reconciliation and retribution. The diverse group of 
contributors brings exceptionally wide exposure and depth to the subject. Their handling of the political compromises 
that underlay the foundation of most truth commissions is helpful. This is an important book for those interested in 
contemporary efforts to deal with modern atrocities. Vernon FordCopyright American Library Association. All rights 
reserved "This volume of essays, which concentrates on the South African experience while drawing on others 
elsewhere, is a useful and timely reminder of the tough and messy compromises that were made between the 
competing demands of justice and retribution, peace and forgiveness."--The Economist"This is an important book for 
those interested in contemporary efforts to deal with modern atrocities . . . The diverse group of contributors brings 
exceptionally wide exposure and depth to the subject."--Booklist"An engaging collection of essays . . . "--Reed Brody, 
The Nation"The essays themselves are accessible clear, well-written, and engaging and extraordinarily relevant as we 
struggle to develop an appropriate response to oppressive regime throughout the world. Truth v. Justice's greatest 
strength lies in both the individual and collective force of the essays each of which not only is intelligently written and 
important in its own right, but also demonstrative of the author's clear engagement with one another's concerns. The 
result is a comprehensive and thought-provoking analysis of the truth commission."--Karen Newirth, International 
Law and Politics"One of the most painful and conspicuous gaps is the impunity usually enjoyed, after their removal 
from power, by men who, while in power, trampled on the human rights of their own pwople or even waged war 
against them. Truth v. Justice focuses on the most promising device our civilization has invented to remedy that 
particular and all too familiar shortfall of justice."--Geoffrey Best, Times Literary Supplement"A highly civilized, 
lively and provocative exchange between interesting people of diverse backgrounds and positions."--Saul Smilansky, 
Times Literary SupplementFrom the Inside Flap"This book discusses the vast and complex range of choices in 



between blanket amnesty and total accountability through criminal justice, and does so with engaged and critical 
sympathy."--Albie Sachs, Justice of the Constitutional Court of South Africa "The case for truth commissions is 
strongly and persuasively presented in these essays, which bring together a remarkable group of lawyers, political 
theorists, and historians, all of them intelligently engaged with each other's concerns."--Michael Walzer "Truth 
commissions have become important institutions to support societies in transition from oppression to democracy. In 
this outstanding collection of essays well qualified experts consider the legal, political and moral issues associated 
with such truth commissions."--Richard Goldstone, Justice of the Constitutional Court of South Africa "This important 
and innovative text brings together a group of highly accomplished scholars to study one of the most astonishing 
developments of our times: the thoughtful establishment of commissions to promote reconciliation and reveal truth 
instead of punishing past offenders."--Jeffrey Herbst, author of States and Power in Africa 


