Source 5

Eugene de Kock, called ‘Prime Evil’ by the media was the arch assassin for the apartheid government and the commanding officer of apartheid’s death squads. He was sentenced to 212 years in prison for crimes against humanity. Pumla Gobodo-Madikizela, is a psychologist who served on the TRC’s Human Rights Violations Committee, visited him in prison and spent many hours interviewing him for her book, A Human Being Died that Night. In this extract she reflects on de Kock’s views of black people and her response to him.

“I don’t see you as a black person,” de Kock said when I asked him about the significance of race for him. He is not a racist, he claims, and justifies this assertion, as we’ve seen, by pointing out that his father grew up on a farm in the Eastern Cape and spoke three African languages, and that he, Eugene de Kock, had worked with blacks all of his life: “All my men were black.” He obviously didn’t think it significant that all of these relationships were with blacks who were his subordinates, and not just that but guerrillas who had been captured and turned to work for the apartheid cause.

De Kock’s statement that he did not see me as black reminded me of a white student in my class at university more than ten years ago, where I was the only black in a group of six and he was the only man. This student had owned a farm in the conservative white part of the Western Cape, where the only blacks he had come into contact with were men he recruited from the homeland of Transkei and women who worked as maids in his house. In the first weeks of class he didn’t seem to think that the rules of etiquette applied to his dealings with blacks. Nor did he have any concept of what cordial relationships with a black woman might look like. He couldn’t engage in normal courteous conversation with me, such as asking, “How was your weekend?” So he related to me by trying to play peek-a-boo with me. When he walked past the small office where I often worked, the first thing he’d do was peek through my door, pretend to disappear, and peek again. I was of course amused by this grown-up man making a spectacle of himself as he tried to accommodate to me.

“I was one of the very few police, if not the only one, who did not have xenophobia,” de Kock said. With some probing, he admitted that his relationship with black former guerrillas did not necessarily qualify as a basis on which to build normal and equal relationships with blacks. “One was not in a position then to talk to a person like you. If I met you ten years ago…” He let the sentence trail off, obviously realising that he had put himself in a difficult position. “Ten years ago” he was deep in the heart of Vlakplaas, as its commander involved in cross-border “operations,” executing or supervising murderous actions against blacks like me.

Images from de Kock’s catalogue of unspeakable acts seemed to flood his mind, stopping him in his tracks as he tried to imagine what our encounter would have been like had we met ten years earlier. My own imagination was transported to that time of madness, and I thought about all those people whose paths had crossed his. Would I have considered meeting de Kock face-to-face ten years ago? It was hard to know.

It didn’t matter. Watching de Kock struggling with his past was what mattered. It gave me a sense of hope that he was in some emotional pain about the things he had done. And the grace-filled gestures of forgiveness I had witnessed from people who lived with psychological scars as daily reminders of their trauma gave me even greater hope. In wrestling with my empathy, somehow I found solace in these gestures of forgiveness by victims. They validated my own feelings of empathy toward de Kock. 
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ISSUES TO THINK ABOUT
How do you think it was possible for de Kock not to view himself as racist?

How did apartheid distort the way in which white people viewed black people?

Why did Pumla feel that she would not necessarily have been able to meet de Kock ten years before? What does this tell you about Pumla’s views of him?

What comment is Pumla making about empathy and forgiveness?

