Source 7

In this extract from Pumla Gobodo-Madikizela’s book, A Human Being Died that Night, Gobodo-Madikizela confronts the complexities of her feelings for de Kock as a perpetrator.

As usual my conversation with de Kock had gone beyond the time I was allowed to stay at the prison, and two guards came to the door to tell me my time was up. Usually de Kock was the first to apologise and to get up to leave with one guard as another waited for me to collect my belongings. But today, as I put my tape recorder, pens, and notebook in my bag, I noticed that de Kock was still lingering, as if he had something to say but did not quite know how to say it. Although I continued to get ready to leave, I was stalling to see how he would handle his uncertainty. De Kock came over and stood in front of me, arms folded and shoulders raised in a stiff, tense posture. He first looked away, then looked back at me, biting his lower lip as if about to admit to something terrible he had done. A heavy silence hung in the room. “Pumla,” he began. “I’ve been meaning to ask you this, right from our second interview. Have I ever killed any of your friends or family?”

The words bounced around the large room like an echo in a cave. I actually turned and looked around, expecting perhaps to see someone else in the room other than the guards at the door. Yes, I had heard de Kock’s voice. I was sure that was what I’d heard… but had I just imagined it? Standing there stunned, in conversation with a broken man who had been an angel of death, I felt as if I were in the midst of a collision of scattered meanings within these prison walls that had enclosed our conversations. De Kock’s words hovered in the room: I was struggling to understand them before I could take them in.

I looked at de Kock, searching deep within his eyes, reading between the lines for signs of evil, of malice. His eyes were filled with suffering. I felt nothing but pity, the kind one feels when a friend is in pain over an event that has deeply troubled him. I stared at his face again, and for a moment I thought I might touch him — again? — to offer him some respite from the tortured emotions that seemed to be coursing through his brain and body. But how? Where could I touch him? The awkwardness of reaching out to someone, almost six feet tall, who had killed many of my people, and to do it in front of the black guards, who I doubted had heard de Kock’s question in the large, echoing room but were still standing at the door holding it open and watching. What would they think? This black woman reaching out to him with an embrace? De Kock stood in front of me, his shoulders bearing the weight of struggling with the memory of his own evil. I felt then that even if de Kock had killed my loved ones, I would never have been able to tell him. I would have had to spare him. There was something in his face that I hadn’t seen before, something utterly despairing. I finally found my voice. I said to him, “No, Eugene. No one close to me.”
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ISSUES TO THINK ABOUT
What does Pumla mean by describing de Kock as an “angel of death”?

What emotional response did Pumla have to de Kock’s question? Explain why you think she felt like this.

How does this source reveal the complexities of the relationship between perpetrators and victims?

How can this source be used to examine the concept of forgiveness?

