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also important for persons who committed gross human rights violations, since they may 
fear personal retribution or collective punishment. Amnesties, for them, provide safety; 
but for those they injured, amnesties may hamper attaining justice. 

In the process of reconciliation, adversaries look forward to living together 
without threatening each other, with mutual respect and security, perhaps even in 
harmony and unity. This may be in the context of high levels of integration or in the 
context of separation and little regular interaction. The nature of the anticipated peaceful 
relations varies, but the realization of the mutual preferences is critical. 

Security is largely dependent on the strength of legitimate nonviolent conflict 
management procedures. The effective maintenance of the rule of law is an important 
safeguard for all persons in a social system. To do so, of course, societal members must 
regard the law as legitimately enacted. 

Relations among Dimensions. Combining high levels of reconciliation along all 
dimensions and resolving the paradoxes arising from various combinations are crucial in 
the process of reconciliation. Reconciliation is never complete in all these dimensions 
and is not the same for all members of each former adversary party. Furthermore, some 
of these aspects of reconciliation are even contradictory at times (Minow 1998). Thus, 
mercy and justice often cannot be satisfied at the same time; however, they may be 
compatible if pursued sequentially or even simultaneously if done so by different 
members of the previously antagonistic sides. Indeed, in some ways these various 
elements are interdependent. If some members of one party acknowledge that members 
of another community have suffered great injury by their actions, forgiveness or at least 
acceptance of the other's humanity becomes easier to feel and to express. 

Insofar as the existing combination of these dimensions has been legitimately 
formulated and implemented, it will tend to be regarded as appropriate. If those who lack 
legitimacy externally impose the combination, its acceptance is undermined. Free and 
orderly elections, in the contemporary world, are an important vehicle for gaining 
legitimacy for officials and for policies, but not without other institutional support (Lyons 
2005; Paris 2004). 

Degree 

The degree of reconciliation varies in the extent and intensity to which all the 
dimensions are fulfilled. Defining high levels of reconciliation along each dimension so 
that they are regarded as mutually supportive enhances this. For example, truth may be 
regarded as a way ofensuring justice and security and making forgiveness possible. Post 
apartheid South African leaders often modeled how they thought this was possible. 

The variation also occurs in terms of the proportion of each side's members who 
exhibit relatively high levels of reconciliation in its various dimensions. High degrees of 
reconciliation occur when members of all social ranks, within each formerly antagonist 
group, concur in the reconciliation. Impressively, Franco-German reconciliation after 
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World War II is evident among many Germans and French at all social ranks (Feldman 

1999). 
Another indication of the extent of reconciliation is the minimal size and 

marginality of those group members who reject the reconciliation that has been achieved. r 
1 Sometimes, however, those who reject various aspects of reconciliation constitute 

e significant groups within one or more antagonist sides, and they prove to be effective 
spoilers (Stedman 2002). Often, this has been the case in the Israeli-Arab conflict, 
hampering reaching a comprehensive resolution of the conflict and often undermining 

.t whatever steps toward reconciliation had been made (Kriesberg 2002). 

t Finally, the degree of reconciliation also varies by the intensity with which the 

t collectivity as a whole demonstrates commitment to the reconciliation. Commitment is 
manifested by legislation, judicial processes, or other institutional arrangements. It is 
also demonstrated by non-governmental patterns of conduct and symbolic events, and in 

II popular culture as well (Ross 2006). Efforts may be made to incorporate the 

S reconciliation within a larger collective identity. For example, Nelson Mandela, as the 
first post-apartheid President, often spoke of South Africa as the rainbow nation. e 

;, 

Symmetrye 
It 

One meaning of reconciliation is to bring people back into concord with each s 
s other; but another meaning is for people to acquiesce or submit to existing circumstances. 

The latter meaning is not one that is used in contemporary discussions of reconciliation.;t 
Noting it, however, is a way to highlight that reconciliation frequently is not symmetrical. 
To bring members of different sides into accord often means that members of one ory 
more sides accept losses that they cannot recover, and are reconciled to the losses.k 
Furthermore, coming into concord does not mean equal gains and losses for the former d 
adversaries. One side may have more to atone for and the other more to forgive. Hence,g 
reconciliation may mean that members of one side accept the painful reality of theirs 
circumstances after losing a struggle in which they committed gross human rights 
violations. 

What constitutes increasing symmetry varies with the historical relations between 
the former antagonists. Symmetry refers here to moving toward greater equity between 
the opponents. Thus, a triumphant settler people may make greater concessions toward e 
an indigenous people, defeated long ago, than they receive. That may seem appropriate o 

e to both peoples and moving toward greater equity increases symmetry in their 
relationship, at least a little. ;t 

Symmetry may be expressed in symbolic ways, and in constructing those ways 
foster mutual respect. In the aftermath of civil wars, monuments and memorials may be 
constructed, after extended negotiations, which give space to both sides in the past 
struggle. Cultural narratives, ritual expressions and enactments can be created that are 



Reconci Iiation 8 

relatively inclusive and so express and contribute to reconciliation (Long and Brecke 
2003; Ross 2006). 

The degree of symmetry often differs for each dimension of reconciliation. The 
truth about past oppression and atrocities may be widely acknowledged by members of 
the injured side, but not by members of the other side. In addition, victors may insist 
upon revealing the full story about what members of the other side did, but hide their 
complicity in the conduct of the former enemy or in their own atrocities. This was true 
for many people who collaborated with Nazi Germany during the Nazi occupation of 
their country. Justice may mean that no individuals suffer punishments for past misdeeds, 
except that leaders of one side may lose effective power and control over societal 
resources and members of the other side gain protection for their civil and human rights 
in the future. 

Convergence in thinking is a major way in which the aspects of reconciliation 
approach relative symmetry. Convergence may result from persuasion or conversion. 
Members of one group may come to believe that the political, religious, or other belief 
systems of another group are more valid than those they previously held. In the light of 
such changed assessments, past relationships and events are re-evaluated. This was the 
case, in great degree, for former Nazi followers in Germany after the victory of the 
alliance against Fascism. 

Finally, another way in which relative symmetry is increased involves 
reciprocated remorse and forgiveness. Reciprocation may be initiated by expressions of 
either forgiveness or of remorse and may be responded to with appreciation or acceptance. 
This aspect of reconciliation is relatively important in the Christian tradition. It played an 
important role in the reconciliation between French and Germans after World War II, 
among the peoples of South Africa in ending apartheid, and between African Americans 
and European Americans during the Civil Rights struggle in the latter half of the 
twentieth century. 

This kind of symmetry, however, is not universal. In Israeli-German relations, for 
example, Israeli leaders avoid the term 'reconciliation' assuming that connotes a 
"religious element of forgiveness which, they believe only the murdered victims of the 
Holocaust, or G-d (on Yom Kippur) can pronounce." (Feldman 1999:341). Indeed, the 
term reconciliation has no exact equivalent in Hebrew and has Christian overtones. 

Varying Combinations ofReconciliation Aspects 

Each aspect of reconciliation is fulfilled in various degrees for different parties, at 
any given time in a social relationship. They are combined into a variety of types of 
reconciliation, depending on the parties involved and their social context. Consider the 
differences in the relations between adherents of an authoritarian government and the 
subordinated classes, between members of antagonistic ethnic communities and between 
adherents of antagonistic religious communities. Patterns of reconciliation differ greatly 
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between communal groups in countries such as the United States of America, Germany, 
Chile, Argentina, Spain, South Africa, Lebanon, and Russia. 

In some circumstances, people accord great importance to security. The past 
victims want safety and assurances that their ordeal is over; many prefer living peacefully 
with their former oppressors to continuing a destructive conflict. At the same time, 
victimizers also want assurances of safety and protection from retribution. Mutual 
security may be more important to many people than seeking retributive justice, which 
appears to threaten peace. This preference for safety often is particularly strong among 
the leaders of the antagonistic groups who feel themselves threatened by legal 
prosecution and punishment or by non-official revenge seekers. 

In other circumstances, primacy is given to sharing information and learning the 
truth of what had happened in the past. In still other situations, little official 
reconciliation is undertaken directly concerning the past. Reconciliation processes are 
largely left for informal action. This may be accompanied by establishing social, 
political, and cultural relations that would prevent the recurrence of the oppression and 
human rights violations that had previously occurred. In varying degree, this may be 
seen in Spain, after Francisco Franco's death in 1975 and in the former Soviet Union 
after its dissolution in 1991. 

Most members of a society often share cultural patterns for managing 
reconciliation. These patterns may be structured and sustained by religious beliefs, 
legislation, or folk traditions. Thus, in Lebanon and other countries of the Arab-Islamic 
culture area, rituals of settlement, Sulh, and of reconciliation, musalaha, may be used to 
reconcile parties after blood feuds, honor crimes, or cases of murder (Antoun 1997; Irani 
and Funk 1998). Conducted within a tribal or village context, local leaders form a 
delegation,jaha, to investigate and arbitrate the conflict. Accepting this intervention, the 
aggrieved family agrees to a truce. After a period of mourning, the aggrieved party 
receives the payment of symbolic compensation, arranged by the jaha. The families 
gather for a ritual of hand shaking, the family of the victim offers bitter coffee to the 
family of the offender, and then the family of the offender serves a meal to the family of 
the victim. 

Explanations 

The preceding discussion contributes to understanding three matters: the recent 
expansion of governmental and non-governmental programs to foster reconciliation, the 
variations in the patterns of reconciliation, and the sequential changes in aspects of 
reconciliation. I emphasize four sets of factors that help explain these developments, 
namely: 1. trends in ways of thinking, 2. trends in material conditions and social relations, 
3. contextual events, and 4. local conditions. 
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Trends in Thought 

Among the many trends in human thought during the last century, three are 
particularly relevant for this inquiry. They are developments first, in religious beliefs; 
second, in thinking about human relations (especially in the social sciences); and third, in 
views regarding democracy and human rights. 

Religious beliefs. All religions have relevant interpretations and prescriptions 
about proper human social relations at the individual and the collective level. The major 
religions have sufficient complexity and historical experience to be open to contradictory 
interpretations. One pair of differing interpretations is especially relevant in this context: 
that is, exclusiveness and inclusiveness. 

Some adherents of major religions stress that they are chosen by God, or that their 
beliefs are the only correct ones and therefore other persons are inferior or even damned, 
in which case they must try to win over those who are in error in order to save their souls. 
Adherents of such exclusive perspectives often act in ways that others find extremely 
oppressive. Such exclusiveness hampers a process of reconciliation between groups 
maintaining differences in religious adherence. Certainly, in many of the major religious 
communities such exclusiveness seems more evident in recent decades. This can be seen 
in increased fundamentalism within Islam, Christianity, Judaism, and Hinduism. 

Despite the above observations, the major religions of the world are profoundly 
inclusive. Each is open to anyone to join. Important traditions in each of the 
monotheistic religions recognize all humans as children of the same God. Mercy and 
peace are admired and sought in human relations. Indeed, recent decades have seen great 
movements away from doctrinaire exclusiveness and toward active inclusiveness, 
tolerance, and respect for people in different religious communities. For example, the 
Catholic Church has acknowledged and corrected the ways its teachings contributed to 
anti-Semitism (Willebrands 1992); it has also worked to improve relations with many 
non-Catholic churches and denominations. Activist Catholic groups have undertaken 
campaigns against war and for increased justice between social classes and ethnic 
communities. 

Among the traditional peace churches, Quakers have long been advocates of peace 
and justice, even between groups and peoples who had engaged in destructive conflicts 
and oppressive relations. Through organizations such as the American Friends Service 
Committee, they provide humanitarian service and nonofficial mediation. Mennonites 
have practiced pacifism, but in the past had not been active peace workers. However, 
particularly after World War II, some members have become highly active in 
peacemaking. They provide mediation and conflict resolution training in many parts of 
the world. In addition, Moral Rearmament has focused on forgiveness and reconciliation 
as fundamental to peace making and it contributed to reconciliation in French-German 
relations and in the transformation of Rhodesia to Zimbabwe (Luttwak 1994; Henderson 
1996; Smith 1984). 



Reconciliation16 

reconciliation between them. For example, the reconciliation between Germans and 
French was greatly facilitated by their increased sense both of a common threat from the 
Soviet Union and of a common European identity (Ackermann 1994). Conversely, the 
absence of a strong common identity hampers reconciliation, as in Jewish-Arab relations. 
The weakening of a previously important common identity contributes to the eruption 
and escalation of destructive conflicts and obstructs reconciliation, as in the breakup of 
Yugoslavia. 

The terms of the accommodation reached by former adversaries and the kind of 
reconciliation attained have consequences for the next steps along the path toward greater 
or toward lesser reconciliation. The nature of the constitution, judiciary system, the 
political parties, and other agencies create a vested interest for pursuing some courses and 
not others. 

Implications 

The failure to carry out any measures of reconciliation endangers the stability in 
the relationship between former enemies. For example, the atrocities committed during 
the Second World War in Yugoslavia, particularly by the Croat Ustasha forces against 
Serbs were not explicitly and openly adjudicated or investigated by the Yugoslavian 
government headed by Josip Broz Tito. The government leaders, partly on ideological 
grounds and concerned about stirring up ethnic animosities, treated the internal struggles 
among Yugoslavs in terms of class and ideological differences. In 1945, the government, 
however, killed many Chetniks and Ustashi as they fled with the retreating German 
armies. Milovan Djilas came to believe that the purges and executions of that period 
contributed to the resentment of Slovenians and Croatians toward the new state led by 
Tito (Ignatieff 1999). The unresolved ethnic hostilities were available to be aroused later 
and contributed to the breakup of Yugoslavia in bloody wars. 

Actions that foster reconciliation need not await the ending of a conflict. Even 
when a conflict is being waged and escalated, attention to future coexistence and ultimate 
reconciliation can affect the way a struggle is conducted. For example, if the opposing 
ethnic group is not treated as a single unit and all its members are not dehumanized, 
reconciliation will be more readily attainable when the fighting ceases. 

In de-escalating and ending a struggle, reassurances about seeking an equitable 
relationship can hasten a settlement and even a resolution of the conflict. Ethnic and 
other communal conflicts often are protracted and seem intractable because one or 
sometimes both sides feel that their very existence is at stake if they are defeated. 
Convincing assurances that their existence as individuals and as a people are not 
threatened becomes an important step toward settlement. For example, this is evident in 
the non-racist strategy that the African National Congress pursued in its struggle against 
apartheid. 
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Efforts to attain certain aspects of reconciliation, however, sometimes hamper 
ending a conflict and establishing a stable relationship. For example, demands for justice 
by the aggrieved party may seem to pose unacceptable demands to the dominant party. 
Thus, insistence upon judicial trials of the leaders of the dominant collectivity charged 
with human rights violations are likely to be rejected by those leaders. This obviously 
was a complicating factor in efforts to end the war in Bosnia in 1996. But without some 
measure of justice, the resulting outcome may be the imposition of injustice and a 
relationship that is far from equitable and therefore also is prone to renewed destructive 
struggle. 

Changes such as increased popular participation in governance, globalized 
interdependence, and speedier and more extensive communication affect who engages in 
reconciliation work and the effectiveness of their engagement. Elites alone are less likely 
to initiate and sustain reconciliation work; sub elites and grass roots leaders now playa 
greater role than in the past. External interveners are also very important in sustaining 
agreements after they have been reached (Stedman et al. 2002). 

The sequencing of various aspects of reconciliation are affected by the general 
trends in thought and material social conditions as well as the historical experience and 
local conditions previously discussed. For example, the growing attention to claims for 
respecting human rights and the increasing visibility of transgression of those rights 
isolates and weakens even dominant groups who would try to sustain their dominance by 
violent coercion. Consequently, relatively more importance is likely to be accorded to 
justice and security than in earlier periods. 

Yet, the path toward increased recognition of the value of reconciliation in 
transforming destructive conflicts is not a straight line. It will continue to take twists and 
may even turn backward, and it will have many rough places that are hard to overcome. 
Atrocities will sometimes be perpetrated, justified by earlier atrocities suffered by people 
with whom the perpetrators identify. This is evident in events at the outset of the twenty­
first century, in the Middle East, South Asia, and Africa. The U.S. government, under the 
leadership of President George W. Bush, in response to the terrible attacks on the United 
States on September 11, 2001, shows little regard to advancing mutual and broad ranging 
reconciliation with peoples, organizations or governments who indirectly or directly have 
harmed or been harmed by the United States (Kriesberg 2007c). 

Conclusions 

This analysis indicates that there are many kinds and degrees of reconciliation, 
with different mixes of elements. In large-scale conflicts, full reconciliation in all its 
aspects is improbable. Often, trying to build one component undermines constructing 
another; but this analysis also indicates that what cannot be accomplished at one time can 
be built later on the foundations previously laid. Moreover, policies that might seem 
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incompatible, for example between ensuring justice and ending a fight, may be 
complementary in particular formulations and in certain contexts (Babbitt Forthcoming). 

Reconciliation is not an inevitable stage in every conflict. The obstacles to 
comprehensive reconciliation often are so great that it is not achieved to a significant 
degree. The result may be ongoing embittered relations, sometimes recognized by only 
one side while members of the other side are unaware of those sentiments or deny them 
credibility, as in Turkish-Armenian relations after the 1915 massacres of Armenians. 

Furthermore, the reconciliation that does occur may be fundamentally one-sided, 
incorporating only a few elements of a full and mutual reconciliation. That kind of 
accommodation would not generally be regarded as reconciliation at all. Yet it may 
prove to be the basis for future efforts toward substantial reconciliation. This is 
illustrated by changes in the relations between African-Americans and European 
Americans since the end of the Civil War. 

The levels of reconciliation achieved are not static, but remain in flux. Different 
aspects of reconciliation have their own dynamic of change and also affect each other. 
Furthermore, various social conditions affect the workings of the many processes of 
reconciliation. This complexity may appear discouraging since foreseeing all the 
consequences of pursuing one strategy rather than another is unlikely. On the other hand, 
the complexity is such that many actions can make useful contributions. There is reason 
to believe that better information and understanding of how different sequences of steps 
can contribute to reaching a fuller reconciliation can help formulate and implement more 
effective reconciliation policies. 

Notes 

1. Probably, most people have undertaken some acts of reconciliation in one setting or another. 1 mention a 
personal story. Among my many identities, 1 am American and 1 am Jewish. In 1950, as a college student, I spent a 
summer in West Germany. In addition to other activities, I spent a short time at an international work camp, in 
Donaueschingen, where we helped construct housing for German refugees from the Sudetenland. Before going 
there, I visited a Displaced Persons camp, near Frankfurt, where Jewish survivors of the Holocaust were still waiting 
to emigrate and get settled out of Germany. In a conversation with one DP, I mentioned that I was going to this 
work camp for a while. He asked me, "How can you do that?" I understood that at that time this man could not do 
what I was doing, but I could, somehow, and I thought therefore I should. I felt a wide variety of emotions, 
contradictory and quickly changing, during that summer in Germany. 
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