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Introduction
Based on several conversation I’ve had here in Cyprus over the course of the past 9 months and what I have been reading in the press, there seems to be some interest an demand coming from civil society to have some form of truth seeking-initiative. This was echoed in the recent survey conducted by the Center for European Policy Studies (Building Confidence in Peace) which revealed that 52% of Greek Cypriots and 58% of Turkish Cypriots surveyed were in favor of a fact finding committee in Cyprus.

Were a truth commission to be created in Cyprus, many factors would come into play in terms of the mandate, design, the scope of the inquiry, and who would participate, to name only a few. Among these questions, a crucial point will be to decide on the goals and type of truth such a body would seek to uncover. In an effort to advance the discussion on this essential question we thought it might be helpful to examine the links between a historian’s craft and a truth commission’s work.

Our paper attempts to provide a basis for historians’ informed engagement with a truth commission in Cyprus.
Definitions

Before delving into the core of this discussion, let me first set out some definitions:

(caveat: both require a fair level of homogenization)
1. History: 
· A specialized practice of writing about the past

· Characterized by a consciousness of a break between past and present

· Offers a theory or argument to account both for the facts that are selected as relevant to the story as well as for the relations between these facts

· Historians thus interpret the past in an effort to understand and explain it

2. Truth Commissions:

Referring back to the CEPS survey, they pose the question as whether people would want to form: “an investigative committee to discover the persons responsible for violent acts in events from 1963 to 1974, offering immunity from prosecution if they are willing to co-operate and admit what they did, but prosecuting them if they are unrepentant.”
 This is one model of a truth-seeking body; however it is in some ways more limited than the definition I want to put forward for the purposes of this discussion, and also includes an element that does not tend to feature in truth commissions (the issue of repentance). Therefore, to clarify, let me put forward the broader definition of a truth commission which I will be using when referring to such a body. A truth commission has four key elements:

· Focus on the past

· Investigates patterns of abuse 
· Temporary body that completes its work with the submission of a final report

· Officially sanctioned or empowered by the state

Building on that definition, let us look at the aims of a truth commission:
· Discover, clarify, and formally acknowledge past abuses

· Respond to specific needs of victims, thus taking a victim centered approach
· Contribute to accountability

· Outline institutional responsibility and recommend reform aimed at prevention

· Promote reconciliation

History and Truth Commissions: What they Share:
With those definitions in mind, let us now examine the main points of convergence between the two.

1. Predicated on a break between the past and the present yet also maintain a dialogue between the past and present

2. Attempt to recover histories that have been silenced in official record

3. Both gain legitimacy through writing

1. Break between past and present

· Truth commissions are established precisely to signal a break with the past, the past in this case being a period in which basic norms were systematically violated.

· In history writing, the break is seen in terms of the appearance of “historical consciousness” -> things are different than they were before. 

· But the break is not definite or solid for either history of truth commissions
· Just as it does for history writing, the present helps shape the kinds of questions that are deemed valid for a truth commission. There is an open question as to how much historians’ values and interests impinge upon their historical judgments, E.H. Carr advised one should study the historian before studying their work

· What does this blurred line between the past and the present mean for truth commissions?
· Truth commissions are intended to create an authoritative and incontestable version of past events they examine
· Thus, it is in their interest to draw a clear line between past and present in order to place themselves in the role of objective observers

i. BUT this is not sustainable because truth commissions are also tasked with rendering judgment about persons or institutions responsible. 

ii. This present day concern with rendering judgment affects how truth commissions construct representation of past. 
2. Recovering Silences

There is much in a truth commission’s aims that recalls the aims of historians trying to resurrect the voices of the marginalized and the oppressed—those who don’t figure in the official archives of a state and who are absent from the biographies of “great men.” This is often referred to as “history from below.”
Like social history, cultural history, feminist history, and subaltern studies, truth commissions often try to recover the voices of those written out—often by design—of official accounts of the past. 

Truth commissions and history share this aim. What about their methodologies?

· The primary methodology that truth commissions use to recover silenced voices is structured testimony. 
· Testimony is usually offered through a private statement, given to a statement-taker. Sometimes, that testimony might also take place in public. 
· This is similar to the methodology of historians, but much more limited

· Reliance on a constrained version of testimony—a sharp contrast with the more open-ended dialogues that form the basis for oral histories—yields piecemeal information that may advance “fact finding,” but may do little to advance understanding. 
Since truth commissions and history writing face some similar challenges, perhaps truth commissions can learn from the way historians have dealt with these challenges.

In particular, truth commissions may have much to learn from historians about methods for recovering silences.

3. A final point of convergence…Legitimacy through Writing:
Writing confers legitimacy and authority, and it allows ideas to circulate as well as to be challenged in a public sphere. But neither history writing nor truth commission reports can claim to provide unmediated access to “how was it really for him, or her, or them” —and they certainly should not claim to.

History and Truth Commission: Why they are Different?

This is where key recommendations can be extracted for Cyprus

Four Key differences….elements of truth commissions, not of history:

1. Victim/perpetrator binary
2. Healing aim of truth commission
3. Focus on human rights violations- through lens of law

4. Conclusion with final report

1. Victim/Perpetrator Binary:

Whereas history writing is concerned with interpreting past events in a way that tries to account for the perspectives of all the actors involved, a truth commission’s stated focus is on the victims. While this may have some parallels with the “history from below approach,” the truth commission model takes things a step further, not just looking at important events, but taking a moral position declaring some as victims and thus deserving of greater attention in the recounting of the past. In the truth commission process, victims receive greater attention not necessarily because they were key protagonists in the story of the past (as may be the case in a social history approach, for example), but because their rights were violated in a way that the state is seeking to acknowledge and redress.

In relation to perpetrators, most truth commissions have not directly engaged with perpetrators, due in part to this emphasis on victims, but also due the lack of opportunity. 
· Guatemala: Historical Clarification Commission (CEH; 1997​–1999), for example, the military, which was responsible for the majority of the violations committed during the 36 year-long civil war refused to cooperate with the CEH. 
· The South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) is the notable exception. The TRC offered perpetrators an incentive to come forward in the form of amnesty in exchange for full confessions.
·  More recently, in Liberia, many perpetrators are coming before the truth commission—not to confess, but rather to use the TRC as a public platform to justify their acts.

Within the victim/perpetrator binary, truth commissions seek to establish some level of responsibility…

Problems that arise:

· South African TRC: tension as it prepared its final report. 
· clearly acknowledged white South African security personnel as perpetrators of human rights violations, 
· the victim-perpetrator binary became less clear in the case of so-called black-on-black violence that occurred between ANC’s military wing and the Inkatha Freedom Party, which had been supported by the apartheid government. 
· The ANC argued that they had fought a just war against an oppressive system, but the TRC also found them guilty of human rights violations, leading the ANC to boycott the results of the report. 

· Guatemala: It is often the case that in periods of conflict the victim-perpetrator binary is much more complex than a simple either/or equation implies.
· Many victims saw the paramilitaries as victimizers, but many of them felt victimized in the sense that they were threatened with death if they did not join the military.

· This element of forced collaboration and voluntary collusion has been less explored by truth commissions to date; it is a complex and politically difficult issue that could benefit from a more thorough historical analysis.  

2. Healing Potential:

The victim-centered approach and resulting victim-perpetrator binary leads directly into the next divergence between truth commissions and history. A truth commission’s aim to provide a voice to victims is said to contribute to healing, both on the individual and societal level. In this sense, a truth commission is often part of a nation-building project—an attempt for the new state to address a legacy of violations in order to send a clear signal to its citizens that, in the future, the state will be different. As Charles Maier writes: “A truth commission is thus predicated on the idea that establishing the historical record, more precisely, and securing its public acknowledgement, is a requisite for successful democratization.”

Truth commissions tend to approach this nation-building project by focusing, first, on the victims, giving them voice and acknowledging their suffering, and then in the final report aiming to reach society as a whole. Truth commissions thus rely on the assumption that, by having their stories publicly acknowledged, victims will be able to heal, and society as a whole will be able to move towards reconciliation.

In spite of these broad claims for the power of truth commissions, time has shown in places such as South Africa that the process of healing and reconciliation is complex and requires a long-term perspective. They cannot be the result of a single social intervention, such as a truth commission. 
· Contrary to the TRC’s slogan: “truth the road to reconciliation,” revealing the truth does not create a direct path to national healing or reconciliation. 
· Challenges on 2 levels:

· Individual: some victims satisfied, others feeling revictimized. 
· National: the goal of individual truth and national reconciliation are perceived to be at odds. 
· Conflicting views: South African TRC, for example, “While the investigative unit and research department clung to the notion that there could be no reconciliation without truth, some of the Commissioners seemed to think there were times when too much truth could imperil the goals of national unity and reconciliation”
 
Thus, this healing/nation-building objective of a truth commission often leads to a tension between its multiple aims, an additional burden not generally faced by historians. 

3. Trauma Viewed Through Law/Human Rights Lens
The work of truth commissions is focused on looking at past human rights violations specifically, not just the past in general. This specific focus of truth commission has led the examination of the past to be filtered through the lens of human rights and law to the exclusion of social science approaches, especially a historical perspective. 

Point of Debate: 

· Whether a truth commission should just investigate the specific patterns of abuse at issue or whether it should also delve into the causes of those violations.

· Some advocate strict factual approach, others call for placing violations in larger socio-historical context

· Depending on where a specific commission lies within this debate, it will have more or less in common with history production. 

A few examples can help us see how this tension plays out…

Example: Let’s look at Chile as one example of a truth commission that focused strictly on the facts and adopted a legalistic and human rights based approach.
Chile:

· The Chilean commission began its work in 1990

· Mandate to investigate disappearances and various extrajudicial killings committed during the period of military rule from 1973 to 1990.
 
· Did not have the powers of search, seizure or subpoena nor to attribute individual responsibility. Did not hold public hearings
José Zalaquett, member of the Chilean truth commission, makes clear his view that historical analysis has no place in the work of a truth commission: “a truth commission should concentrate largely on facts, which may be proved; whereas differences about historical interpretations will always exist… This is not the place for an historical analysis of class struggles.”
 
· Guided by this legalistic approach truth commission in Chile only engaged with historical inquiry in a limited way. 
· History served only as the backdrop against which to provide information about the individual human rights violations under investigation. 

The legalistic approach of the Chilean truth commission was reflected in its staff, methodology, and final report. 
· Of the 45 staff members of the Chilean truth commission, 39 were lawyers, law school graduates, or law students. 
· The emphasis on factual and legal analysis rather than historical analysis is made clear in the final report’s disclaimer that, while “the crisis has deep roots of a socioeconomic character; it would go beyond [the Commission’s] mandate to explore them.”

South Africa: 

Initially sought to go beyond the Chilean example and actually look at causes. However, according to a few researchers who worked on the SA TRC, “About six months into the process the dream of producing a radical new history began to falter. The TRC gradually came to assume the position that it was essentially a state-directed investigative commission rather than an exercise in or rewriting history. For the researchers the ‘historical analysis’ approach began to give way to a more empirical one, to the notion that ‘the facts’ should be reported, and readers left to draw their own conclusions”.

 Result:

· In the end the South African TRC spent very little time on trying to discern the complexities of context and causation. 
· The TRC painted apartheid mainly as a backdrop to violations, and it and failed to explain the social, economic, and political forces that had created and maintained apartheid. 
· The result is a primarily descriptive and at times disjointed narrative. For example, if one looks through the report in the hopes of finding an analysis of why and how apartheid emerged in South Africa, the only answer you will find is “racism”—something that itself requires historical explanation. 
New trend to broaden the work of a truth commission beyond a legalistic approach focused on individual human rights violations to include other social science approaches with the intent of examining the causes of the violations. 
· With this shift in methodological approach, the work of truth commissions draws more on history and comes closer to that discipline. 
· This shift can be seen in the Guatemalan truth commission, as well as in the recently created Truth and Reconciliation Commission in Canada. 
· It is also reflected in a document produced by the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, which explains that “the questions of why certain events were allowed to happen can be as important as explaining precisely what happened.”
  
Guatemala:

CEH used social sciences and historical analysis more so than past commissions. 
· CEH did address issues of social inequality and rendered a complex interpretation of historical change and causation.  
· In the end, as Greg Grandin writes, the approach taken by the CEH, including the “attention to structural analysis and causal history also allowed the CEH to avoid constituting itself as an unreflective instrument of nation building”.

Fear of too much history: truth commissions have limited their historical analysis for fear that too much emphasis on root causes would be too divisive, I would argue this actually goes against another stated aim of truth commissions: prevention.

· It is essential for the report to have sufficient analysis of the root causes in order to make recommendations that can really seek to prevent the recurrence. 
· In South Africa, Mamdani highlights this short-coming of the TRC final report. Since it did not adopt a more rigorous approach to historical analysis, “The Commission’s limitations were reflected not only in its prognosis of the past, the story of apartheid, but also in its prescriptions of the—particularly legal—reform that is needed to dismantle the institution legacy of apartheid in the legal domain”.
 
· Without a clear understanding of the context that gave rise to the violations being examined, a truth commission will have a hard time making recommendations that can effectively prevent the recurrence of such violations. 
This is an area where truth commissions would likely benefit from drawing more on historical methodology in its work.
4. Final Report
Truth commissions finish their work by producing a final report, in contrast to the work of historians who may publish a book based on their research but who cannot claim to have the final say on the past. 

In this production of the final report, there are three points of divergence:

1. Time pressure

2. Multidisciplinary approach

3. Supposed finality
1. Time pressure: Historians work on their own timeline and publish work once deemed ready according to academic standards, but truth commissions have a maximum of 2 years to write conduct their investigations and write report. The commission staff also tends to face political pressure. This will limit depth of report, making it imperative for the commission to focus on its goals and methodology early on.

2. Multidisciplinary approach: History writing performed by individual, truth commission faces challenge of multidisciplinary team of researchers and writers. Challenge at time of writing: In SA legalistic approach clashed with social science methodology, creating an end result in which neither was fully satisfied.
3. Finality of report: SA TRC said it would bring the past forward in order to cleanse/heal wounds and then “close the door on that dark and horrendous past forever.” No work of history could credibly claim to satisfy such a bold objective, nor would historians want to, and as I will argue in a minute, neither should a truth commission.
A Truth Commission for Cyprus? 

Now that we have examined the relationship between history writing and truth commissions, let us return to the context of Cyprus to see what recommendations or questions can be drawn out.  

The comparison between history writing and truth commissions has revealed several limitations of truth commissions. My point is not to discount truth commissions, but rather to point these out so that in Cyprus, where some form of truth seeking mechanism might be established, people will think about ways of drawing on historical methodology in order to strengthen the work of such a commission. The benefit of truth commissions is that they are flexible, ad hoc bodies that can and need to be adapted to the specific context and needs at issue.

With that in mind, I would like to focus on three points:

1. Factual/forensic truth vs. analytical description of the past

2. Ensuring that a truth commission is the beginning, not the end

3. Considering alternatives to a truth commission

1. Factual/forensic truth vs. analytical description of the past
The first point I want to emphasize relates to the crucial decision a truth commission makes in establishing its aim and methodology. 

Truth commissions have been tasked with writing the new history/story of the past that will forms the basis of new democracy, new nation. Yet, ironically historians have had very minimal role in this process. This is a point I would argue that Cyprus should not repeat if and when it does have a truth commission.

Looking at past commissions, if Cyprus were to establish a truth commission that restricts its work to questions of fact (as in Chile and SA), I would argue this would be a lost opportunity for Cyprus. In an effort to address the problematic fact that history has been used to cement divisions in Cyprus (as stated in Yannis Papadakis’ recent report on history books), the work of a truth commission would benefit from a more historical approach to the past, including an exploration of the context and causes of the violations under investigation. To some extent, in Cyprus some of the facts are known but their embeddedness in context is lacking. 
· By adopting historical methodology, a truth commission can contribute to a richer debate about the past in which the victim/perpetrator binary is rendered more complex and situation within a particular historical, social, and political context. 

· A deeper understanding of the past will in turn help leaders devise more effective recommendations for overcoming legacy of distrust and division. 

· This would be crucial in beginning to unlock the stalemate of divided histories by triggering a broader discussion about the past. 

2. Ensuring that a truth commission is the beginning, not the end
In order to ensure that a truth commission is the beginning, not the end of discussion, historians could play a crucial role in ensuring that a truth commissions findings lead to an opening of public discussions about the past rather than “closing the books.” A truth commission should not seek to have the “final” say on the past.
· As Michael Ignatieff said, a truth commission can limit the range of permissible lies within a society.

· A truth commission should not fix a particular version of history but rather establish some parameters within which future discussions can take place. 

· truth commission report can reclaim a country’s history and open it for public review

· Beyond direct involvement in a truth commission, historians are ideally placed to lead these discussions:

· Can analyze the commission itself

· Help truth commission think through its archive carefully so that it remains open and accessible- in that way a truth commission is not limited to its own analysis, but also contributes to the body of evidence to be used for further research

· Historians can help truth commission think through how to incorporate work in education

3. Considering alternatives to a truth commission
The final point is not so much a recommendation, but a question that I pose to you:

· In thinking through the differences and the needs to address deep historical divisions in Cyprus, one might ask in the context of Cyprus is a truth commission the right option?

· What about historical commissions or history dialogue projects?
· Advantages: better able to produce multiple narratives, underscore complexity

· Disadvantages: 

· Would not necessarily dignify victims 

· Would not perform accountability function

· Would not be best placed to make recommendations to the state

· May not have the same broad public appeal that a successful truth commission can, thus brining otherwise academic topics into the realm of public consciousness. 

Cole argues that historical commissions and textbook projects may yield “greater understanding of sharply differing narratives, great trust and professional contacts, and collaboration across borders. The more ambitious goal is to reduce some of the sharp level of differences between narratives, to try to arrive at a narrative that achieves recognition of intertwined histories and mutual respect.”

We would like to suggest that a greater involvement of historians in a truth commission process in Cyprus may produce these same effects, and we have tried to offer some tentative suggestions for how and why this might

I now would be interested in hearing from you about how you see historians having a positive role in a possible truth commission as well as your thoughts about whether a truth commission or historians’ commissions would better meet the needs in Cyprus. 
--Thank you.
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