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Introduction

One of the most important challenges facing the international community is the 
peaceful resolution of numerous harsh and violent conflicts. The challenge is posed 
on two levels. The first involves the temporary management of the conflict; it usually 
involves negotiation, meditation and arbitration, and rests on leaders and elites, 
although it still requires support by the general population. The second, deeper, level 
involves reconciliation. This requires change in the societal repertoire shared by soci-
ety members. The repertoire that feeds the conflict must evolve into a new repertoire 
that can serve as a basis for a culture of peace1. This latter challenge is of great impor-
tance because it both lays the foundations for successful conflict resolution and at the 
same time prepares the society members to live in lasting peace.

This chapter elaborates on the nature of reconciliation as a foundation of a cul-
ture of peace. It begins by describing the nature of a culture of conflict, then elabo-
rates on the nature of the reconciliation needed for a culture of peace, and finally 
describes the needed process of achieving reconciliation.

Nature of Culture of Conflict

Although some degree of conflict is an inseparable aspect of most intergroup 
relationships, this chapter focuses on those continuous severe conflicts that 
require reconciliation (Bar-Tal 2000a). Many of these are of an intractable* 
nature. Of special importance for the maintenance and continuation of these types 
of conflicts is the evolvement of a culture of conflict that is dominated by societal 
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1 Culture denotes historically accumulated symbols which are created to communicate a particular 
meaning about all what is experienced in life of a particular society (Geertz, 1993)
* Intractable conflicts are characterized as lasting at least 25 years, over goals that are perceived as 
existential, being violent, perceived as unsolvable and of zero sum nature, preoccupying greatly 
society members, with parties involved investing much in their continuation (see Bar-Tal 2007; 
Kriesberg 1998).
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beliefs, collective memories, and an ethos of conflict and collective emotional ori-
entation (Bar-Tal 2007). A collective memory of conflict evolves to describe the 
“history” of the conflict to society members (Wertsch 2002). Ethos of conflict pro-
vides dominant orientation to a society at present and directs it for the future (Bar-
Tal 2000b).** These narratives are selective, biased and distorted as their major 
function is to satisfy societal needs rather than provide an objective account of real-
ity. They therefore justify the position of the society in conflict, portray it in very 
positive light and as the victim of the conflict, and delegitimize the opponent.

In addition to societal beliefs imbedded in these narratives, the socio-psycholog-
ical repertoire in situations of intractable conflicts includes collective emotional 
orientations (Bar-Tal 2007; Bar-Tal et al. 2007). The most notable is the collective 
orientation of fear, but they may also be dominated by hatred and anger (e.g., 
Petersen 2002).

Since all the members of society are involved actively or passively, directly or 
indirectly with the conflict, the described repertoire is widely shared, especially 
during its intractable stage. This repertoire is expressed in the major societal chan-
nels of communications, appears to be dominant in public discourse, is expressed 
in institutional ceremonies and eventually permeates into cultural products such as 
books, plays, and films. Moreover, it is often used for justification and explanation 
of decisions, policies and courses of actions taken by leaders. Finally, it is 
expressed in the educational system, and this imparts the repertoire to young gen-
erations. By adulthood many members share very similar societal beliefs, atti-
tudes, values and emotions about the conflict, and this serves as a prism though 
which they interpret experience and process new information. All this occurs in 
selective, biased and distorted ways that allow maintenance of the dominant rep-
ertoire and avoid alternative information that could provide a basis for conflict 
resolution and reconciliation. The repertoire serves as a foundation for the evolved 
culture of conflict, and control mechanisms ensure that the repertoire developed in 
conflict will not change (Bar-Tal 2007).

Although at least some aspects of intractable conflicts may be managed by groups 
finding ways to resolve the contradiction between their goals, it soon becomes clear 
that such management is only the first formal step in a peace process. The societal 

** In an earlier work, it was proposed that the challenges of the intractable conflict lead to the 
development of eight themes of societal beliefs that comprise ethos of conflict (Bar-Tal, 2000b). 
They include: Societal beliefs about the justness of own goals, which first of all outline the goals 
in conflict, indicate their crucial importance and provide their explanations and rationales. Societal 
beliefs about security refer to the importance of personal safety and national survival, and outline 
the conditions for their achievement. Societal beliefs of positive collective self image concern the 
ethnocentric tendency to attribute positive traits, values and behavior to one’s own society. 
Societal beliefs of own victimization concerning self-presentation as a victim, especially in the 
context of the intractable conflict. Societal beliefs of delegitimizing the opponent concern beliefs 
that deny the adversary’s humanity. Societal beliefs of patriotism generate attachment to the coun-
try and society by propagating loyalty, love, care and sacrifice. Societal beliefs of unity refer to 
the importance of ignoring internal conflicts and disagreements during intractable conflict in order 
to unite the forces in the face of the external threat. Finally, societal beliefs of peace refer to peace 
as the ultimate desire of the society.
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process of reconciliation requires changes in the socio-psychological repertoire of the 
culture of conflict that fed the intractable conflict and served as a barrier to the peace 
process. This repertoire does not change overnight, even when the groups’ leaders 
resolve the conflict peacefully and sign a peace agreement. The reconciliation process 
is a long one and does not take place unintentionally, but requires reciprocal planning 
and active efforts that can overcome obstacles and facilitate its solidification.

Nature of Reconciliation

There is a consensus that reconciliation involves the formation or restoration of 
genuine peaceful relationships between societies and that this requires extensive 
changes in the socio-psychological repertoire of group members in both societies 
(Ackermann 1994; Arnson 1999; Asmal et al. 1997; Bar-Siman-Tov 2004; Bar-Tal 
2000a; Gardner Feldman 1999; Krepon and Sevak 1995; Lederach 1997; Norval 
1999; Rothstein 1999; Wilmer 1998)2. It has become evident that even when a for-
mal peace agreement is reached, it may fall far short of establishing genuine peace-
ful relations between former adversaries (e.g., Knox and Quirk 2000; Lederach 
1997; Simpson 1997; Wilmer 1998). Formal conflict resolution sometimes abides 
only with the leaders who negotiated an agreement, or in the narrow strata around 
them, or among only a small part of the society. In these cases, the majority of 
society members may not accept the negotiated compromises, or even if they do, 
they may still hold the world view that has fueled the conflict. As a result, formal 
resolutions of conflicts can be unstable—they may collapse, as in the case of 
Angola, or may turn into a cold peace as in the case of the Israeli-Egyptian rela-
tions. In these and similar cases, hopes of turning the conflictive relations of the 
past into peaceful societal relations has not materialized because the reconciliation 
process either never actually started, was stalled or has progressed very slowly. 
Even when a peace process includes the creation of structural economical and 
political mechanisms and institutions to form interdependence, linkages and affin-
ity, it does not guarantee lasting peaceful relations because it does not necessarily 
induce a deep change in the public’s psychological repertoire (Arnson 1999; 
Lederach 1997, 1998; Wilmer 1998). A recent study by Long and Brecke (2003) 
that analyzed different intergroup conflicts provides unequivocal evidence that 
reconciliation is a necessary process to stabilize peaceful relations.

The essence of reconciliation involves socio-psychological processes consisting 
of changes of motivations, goals, beliefs, attitudes and emotions by the majority of 
society members (Kelman 1999; Lederach 1997; Shonholtz 1998; Wilmer 1998). In 
fact, it is necessary that these changes begin in a pre-agreement phase in order to 
facilitate the peaceful resolution of the conflict and its support by the society 

2 Although the chapter focuses mainly on the analysis of reconciliation in society, it should be 
unequivocally assumed that the process has to be reciprocal and take place in the two societies that 
were engaged in intractable conflict and then both try to establish lasting peace.



366 D. Bar-Tal

members. It is by its nature gradual, reciprocal and voluntary. The fundamental 
requirement is that the psychological basis will penetrate deep into the societal 
fabric so as to be shared by the majority of the members of both societies (Asmal 
et al. 1997; Bar-Tal 2000b; Lederach 1997; Staub 2006). Only such change guarantees 
an initial successful conflict resolution and a later solidification of the peaceful 
relations between rival groups: a stable foundation that is rooted in the psyche of 
the people. The initiation of such change depends on such factors as the level of 
violence, the realization that continuation of the conflict will cause to great costs, 
the degree of support for the peace process in both societies, especially among their 
leaders, and support from the international community.

General Nature of Reconciliation

While most researchers agree on the importance of the psychological component in 
reconciliation, they are vague or disagree about its nature. Most have recognized 
the importance of creating a common psychological framework in order to promote 
the process of reconciliation (Asmal et al. 1997; Hayes 1998; Hayner 1999; 
Kopstein, 1997; Kriesberg, 1998b; Lederach 1997; Volkan 1998; Weiner, 1998; 
Whittaker 1999). They realize that during the conflict the rival parties had different 
views about the conflict, about each other and about their relationship. They know 
that to ensure reconciliation these different views have to adjust dramatically. What 
then is the nature of the common psychological framework that is required?

There is not doubt that the first condition for reconciliation is legitimization and 
humanization of the rival. This recognition allows viewing the rival as a legitimate 
partner in peace and deserving of humane treatment. In addition, reconciliation 
requires viewing the conflict as solvable and recognizing that both sides have legiti-
mate contentions, goals and needs that must be satisfied in order to establish peace-
ful relations.

On the general level, a number of definitional specifications have been proposed 
by different writers. For example, Marrow (1999) pointed out that reconciliation “is 
reestablishment of friendship that can inspire sufficient trust across the traditional 
split” (p. 132). In emphasizing trust, he asserts that the basic thrust of reconciliation 
is to be sensitive to other’s needs, the principal question being not what they have 
to do, but what we have to do to promote the reconciliation process. Lederach 
(1997) focuses mainly on intra-societal reconciliation and posits four elements of it 
that can be extended also to inter-societal conflicts: truth, which requires open 
revelation of the past, including admission, acknowledgment and transparency; 
mercy, which requires acceptance, forgiveness, compassion and healing for building 
new relations; justice, which requires rectification, restitution, compensation and 
social restructuring; and peace, which underscores common future, cooperation, 
coordination, well being, harmony, respect, institutionalized mechanisms for con-
flict resolution and security for all the parties. This view is similar to Long and 
Brecke’s (2003) model, which suggests that reconciliation is based on truth telling 
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about the harm done by both parties, forgiveness, which requires new view of both 
parties, giving up retribution and full justice, and building new positive relation-
ships. Rather than “mercy,” Kriesberg (2004) uses the concept of regard (which 
includes a mutual recognition of the humanity and identity of the societies), and 
rather than “peace,” he stresses a security that ensures that both societies are safe 
from physical harm. Kelman (1999) presents elaborated components of reconcilia-
tion in what he calls a “positive peace.” In this view, reconciliation consists of the 
following components: (1) solution of the conflict, which satisfies the fundamental 
needs of the parties and fulfills their national aspiration, (2) mutual acceptance and 
respect of the other group’s life and welfare, (3) development of sense of security 
and dignity for each group, (4) establishment of patterns of cooperative interactions 
in different spheres, and (5) institutionalization of conflict resolution mechanisms 
(e.g., Bar-Siman-Tov 2004). In a later paper, he defines reconciliation as “the devel-
opment of working trust, the transformation of the relationship toward a partnership 
based on reciprocity and mutual responsiveness, and an agreement that addresses 
both parties’ basic needs” (Kelman 2004, p. 119). In his view reconciliation 
requires change of identity via a process of internalization.

As the process of reconciliation proceeds, there is wide agreement that the suc-
cessful outcome requires the formation of a new common outlook on the past. It is 
suggested that once there is a shared and acknowledged perception of the past, both 
parties take a significant step towards achieving reconciliation. Reconciliation 
implies that both parties not just get to know, but truly acknowledge what happened 
in the past (Asmal et al. 1997; Gardner Feldman 1999; Hayes 1998; Hayner 1999; 
Norval 1999). This acknowledgement implies recognizing that there are two narra-
tives of the conflict (Hayner 1999; Norval 1999; Salomon 2004). This is an impor-
tant factor, because the collective memories of each party’s own past underpin the 
continuation of the conflict and obstruct peacemaking (Bar-Tal 2007). Reconciliation 
necessitates changing these societal beliefs about the past by learning about the 
rival group’s collective memory and admitting one’s own past misdeeds and respon-
sibility for the outbreak and maintenance of the conflict. Through the process of 
negotiation about collective memories, in which one’s own past is critically revised 
and synchronized with that of the other group, a new narrative emerges (Asmal 
et al. 1997; Hayes 1998).

Often, however, preoccupation with the past requires more than a new narrative. 
During the conflict both parties accumulate many grievances. Years of violence 
leave deep scars of anger, grief, a sense of victimhood and a will for revenge. These 
grievances must not only be known, but also truly acknowledged by the rival soci-
ety (Asmal et al. 1997; Norval 1999; Wilmer 1998). Some researchers have gone 
even further by asserting that collective acknowledgement of the past is not enough 
and that reconciliation must ultimately lead to a collective healing and forgiveness 
for the adversary’s misdeeds (Hayner 1999; Shriver 1995; Staub 2000).

Reconciliation, in this view, consists of restoration and healing. It allows the 
emergence of a common frame of reference that permits and encourages societies to 
acknowledge the past, confess former wrongs, relive the experiences under safe 
conditions, mourn the losses, validate the experienced pain and grief, receive empathy 
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and support, and restore broken relationships (Long and Brecke 2003; Minow 1998; 
Montville 1993; Staub 2000). It creates a space where forgiveness can be offered and 
accepted. The element of forgiveness as an outcome of reconciliation is of special 
importance in cases of unequal responsibility, when one party is attributed with 
responsibility for the outbreak, and/or maintenance of the conflict, and/or for mis-
deeds done during the conflict (e.g., Auerbach 2004). It symbolizes psychological 
departing from the past to new peaceful relations (Norval 1999). It requires a deci-
sion to learn new aspects about one’s own group, to open a new perspective on the 
rival group and to develop a vision of the future that allows new positive relations 
with the perpetrator. In many cases, forgiveness may be required by both groups, for 
both may have been involved in extensive harm-doing. For some, forgiveness makes 
reconciliation possible (Staub 2000); for others, it is a necessary step that is not 
always possible and not sufficient. In Auerbach’s (2004) view, the success of for-
giveness depends on the compatibility of the religious-cultural context, importance 
of the interests promoted through this move, the power of the perpetrator, status of 
leaders who are supposed to ask for forgiveness, authenticity of the request and the 
length of time that passed since the harmful acts took place.

It should be noted that some seriously question whether forgiveness and heal-
ing are possible or necessary aspects of reconciliation (Gardner Feldman 1999; 
Hayes 1998). Although they agree that a collective reconstruction of the past is a 
necessary element in any reconciliation process, they wonder if this can lead to 
healing and forgiveness. Especially in severely divided societies, like South 
Africa and Northern Ireland, this may be a very hard, if not impossible, objective 
to obtain. Hayes (1998), for example, argued that, “Reconciliation is not about 
the (individualism of) forgiveness of the dreadful and vile acts committed in 
the name of apartheid, but how all of us are going to act to build a new society 
(p. 33).”

In my view, reconciliation consists of: mutual recognition and acceptance, 
invested interests and goals in developing peaceful relations, mutual trust and posi-
tive attitudes, as well as sensitivity and consideration of other party’s needs and 
interests. All these elements apply both to situations in which the two groups build 
peaceful relations in two separate political entities (states) and to situations in 
which the two rival groups continue to live in one political entity.

Recently, I have elaborated on the type of cognitive and affective changes that 
seem necessary for reconciliation. In regards to cognitive foundations, I suggested 
that reconciliation requires changes in the following societal beliefs that were 
formed during the conflict:

(1)  Societal beliefs about one’s own group’s goals need to change from beliefs 
about the justness of goals that underlay the conflict (Bloomfield et al. 2003) 
to beliefs that present new goals for the society that allow compromise and 
therefore lead to peaceful conflict resolution and peaceful relations.

(2)  Societal beliefs about the rival group and the images of the adversary group must 
change so that its members can be legitimized, personalized, equalized and 
differentiated (Kaufman 2006; Kelman 1999). Recently, Janoff-Bulman and 
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Werther (in press) introduced the concept of respect as a necessary condition for 
reconciliation, defining it as recognition and acknowledgement that the rival 
group has the equal right to shape their own destinies.

(3)  Societal beliefs about the relationship with the past opponent need to be modi-
fied. Reconciliation requires the formation of new societal beliefs about the 
relations between the two rival groups that emphasize the importance of coop-
eration and friendly relationships (Gardner Feldman 1999; Krepon and Sevak 
1995).

(4)  Societal beliefs about the history of the conflict require a change from the col-
lective memories that were dominating the engaged societies during the con-
flict. It is necessary to revise these narratives that fueled the conflict into an 
outlook on the past that is synchronized with that of the former rival (Borer 
2006; Salomon 2004).

(5)  Societal beliefs about peace must include the formation of new beliefs that 
describe the multidimensional nature of peace, specify the conditions and 
mechanisms for its achievement (for example, negotiation with the rival and 
compromises), realistically outline the benefits and costs of achieving it, con-
note the meaning of living in peace, and emphasize the conditions for its 
maintenance.

These themes constitute the foundations of the ethos of peace as an opposite soci-
etal infrastructure to the ethos of conflict. They begin to evolve when societies 
embark on the road of peace, but it takes a long time for them to penetrate the soci-
etal fabric and become the ethos that underlies peace culture.

Reconciliation also requires construction of general positive affects and specific 
emotions about peaceful relations with the past opponent. Nadler and Schnabel (in 
press) suggest this process is central and identify it as socio-emotional reconcilia-
tion. In their opinion, this involves the removal of emotional and identity-related 
barriers through the successful completion of an apology-forgiveness cycle. 
Positive affects should accompany the new beliefs and indicate good feelings that 
the parties have towards each other and towards their new relations. I believe rec-
onciliation requires a change in the collective emotional orientations of fear, anger 
and hatred, which often dominate societies in intractable conflict. Instead, it is 
necessary to develop an emotional orientation of hope that reflects the desire for the 
positive goal of maintaining peaceful and cooperative relations with the other party. 
This emotional orientation indicates a positive outlook for the future and expecta-
tions of pleasant events, without violence and hostilities (Bar-Tal et al. 2007; 
Kaufman 2006; Jarymowicz and Bar-Tal 2006; Snyder 2000; Worchel and Coutant 
in press).

In essence, the evolvement and solidification of the cognitive and affective 
changes constitute a new psychological repertoire that indicates the emergence of 
a culture of peace. Such a culture goes beyond acts and processes of reconciliation 
that focus on the repertoire of society members. It is the ultimate safeguard that 
the peace process is routinized deeply into the fabric, institutions and channels of 
communication of the society.
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Culture of Peace

For reconciliation to develop into a peace culture, the former enemies must develop 
cooperative relations with one another and manage their inevitable conflicts 
constructively3. Woven into the framework of a culture of peace are values of jus-
tice, respect of human rights, sensitivity, acceptance and respect for cultural differ-
ences, values and practices conducive to nonviolent conflict resolution, and above 
all recognition of the superiority and importance of peace as a value and practice. 
From a psychological perspective, this requires the following bases:

Mutual Knowledge. Past rivals should acquire knowledge about each other. The scope 
of knowledge should be wide, covering various domains, such as the cultural, 
religious, societal, political, geographical or historical. Knowledge is essential for 
the development of peace culture since ignorance and distorted or selective infor-
mation are often the causes of hostility, prejudice and hatred. Mutual knowledge 
facilitates the development of acquaintanceship, recognition and respect.

Mutual Acceptance. Both sides should accept each other on both the personal and 
national levels. It means mutual inclusion, legitimization and humanization. 
Mutual acceptance is a condition for developing cooperative and friendly rela-
tions. Building and maintaining trustful relations is the key aspect in mutual 
acceptance. It serves as a basis for establishing secure existence in the very wide 
meaning for each group, which is a necessary condition for stabilizing peace.

Mutual Understanding. Beyond knowing and accepting, both sides should under-
stand each other by developing empathy and sensitivity to each other’s needs, 
values, traditions, and experiences. Such an understanding prevents many conflicts 
because both sides realize that their relationship is governed by mixed motives so 
that conflict may cause both sides to lose and in peace both sides can gain.

Respect for Differences and Focus on Commonalities. Peace culture both respects 
pluralism and differences, and stresses commonalties and constructs common 
goals. All parties have to look for commonalities as well as identify and respect 
differences. This respect provides the assurance necessary for the secure existence 
of each party’s identity, a condition for peaceful co-existence. Each group has to 
be able to fulfill its own needs, including its needs to hold its collective identity.

Development of Cooperative Relations. The development of cooperative relations 
applies especially to the structural and concrete side of peace culture. The coop-
eration has unlimited scope as it can be part of economic, political, cultural, 
military, educational and environmental relations. Of special importance are 
military and security cooperative mechanisms that guard peaceful relations and 
prevent misperceptions and misunderstandings.

3 Peace culture is usually viewed in a wide form as extending beyond the specific relations 
between the former rivals to general perspective on intergroup relations. It is “a set of values, 
attitudes, modes of behaviour and ways of life that reject violence and prevents conflicts by tack-
ling their roots causes to solve problems through dialogue and negotiation among individuals, 
groups and nations” (UN Resolutions A/RES/52/13). In the present chapter I limit its nature to 
particular intergroup relations for the sake of the conception.
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Valuing Peace. It is essential that peace be a supreme value. All parties should view 
peace as a desirable and important value, and as a super-ordinate goal. It should 
be viewed in concrete and relevant terms, that is, as a realistic and achievable 
goal. Moreover, it is necessary to establish a common moral as well as utilitarian 
ground for maintaining peace and imparting this to new generations.

Mechanisms for Maintaining Peace. The culture of peace places great emphasis on 
mechanisms that allow for the maintenance of peace. This requires the develop-
ment of various kinds of institutions, organizations, cooperative exchanges, etc., 
which intend to solidify and crystallize peaceful relations. Moreover, the devel-
opment of culture requires building new narratives, symbols and rituals that 
explain, maintain, justify and even glorify peace. Of special importance is estab-
lishing continuous peace education that can socialize the younger generation 
into the culture of peace. Mass media has a role and a mission in maintaining peace, 
as well as, various cultural channels, such as literature, films or theatrical plays.

These bases must be developed because peace is not only a political process, but 
also a way of life reflected in the perceptions, thoughts, feelings and behaviors of 
individuals and nations alike. Like any other culture, peace culture includes abstract 
and concrete expressions and products, such as symbols, myths, language, collective 
memories, values and goals. The symbols consists of such tangible and non-tangible 
elements as artifacts, constructions, art works, scripts, habits, rules, concepts, narra-
tives, myths or knowledge related to a group and to other categories. These evolve 
as a product of lasting and meaningful experiences. Eventually, when the process is 
successful, the culture of peace is shared by society members who were previously 
involved in conflict and provides meaning about the reality of the society and the 
world in general. It supplies the rules for practices that serve as a safeguard of peace. 
When society members, at least the great majority, internalize the values, beliefs, 
attitudes and practices of culture of peace, it is possible to characterize the society 
as peaceful, and its collective identity is imprinted by this characteristic.

Process of Reconciliation

The bases outlined above can be developed by the coordinated efforts of the parties 
that were engaged in intractable conflict and/or via process of self collective heal-
ing through which each party heals itself independently of the other party 
(Bloomfield et al. 2003; Long and Brecke 2003; Nets-Zehngut and Bar-Tal 2007). 
In view of the psychological dynamics that dominated years of intractable conflict, 
reconciliation usually requires mobilization of the masses in support of the new 
peaceful relations with the past enemy. This complex process requires a defined 
policy, planned initiatives and wide variety of activities that can convince society 
members of the necessity, utility, value and feasibility of the peace process 
(Bloomfield et al. 2003).

The reconciliation process begins when the parties in conflict start to change 
their beliefs, attitudes, goals, motivations and emotions about the conflict, and each 
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other’s future relations. Such changes usually begin before the initial resolution to the 
conflict and can pave the way to a peaceful resolution. In turn, peaceful resolutions 
of aspects of the conflict and the initiation of measures to establish formal relations 
serve as a crucial catalyst for subsequent psychological changes. The reconciliation 
process is an informal one that lasts for a very long time and does not have a formal 
beginning or end. It is not a linear process of continuous change in the direction of 
peaceful relations, but one of regressions and progresses.

One must note that reconciliation demands reciprocity. It cannot evolve only on 
one side when the other side still cultivates a culture of conflict. There must be 
some level of synchronization, and although there is no need for complete equaliza-
tion in any stage of the process, for a long time there cannot be a considerable gap 
between the two groups in their reconciliation attempts. Both sides have to move 
along a path with clear confidence-building acts that mutually reinforce the process 
of peacemaking and serve as building blocks for moving to the next stages. This is 
a cyclic process of peacebuilding, which is antithetical to the process of the vicious 
cycle of violence described by Bar-Tal (2007).

The process of psychological change almost never begins with a large-scale 
change by the majority of society members. Rather, it begins with a small minority 
and continues with a slow process of unfreezing and changing beliefs and attitudes. 
This minority is often at first perceived by the majority as traitorous, and a long 
process of persuasion has to occur before psychological change encompasses the 
majority. Social psychology has devoted much effort to studying this process of 
minority influence, but this is beyond the scope of the present chapter (e.g., 
Moscovici et al.1985).

It is important to recognize that for reconciliation to be effective, it must always 
proceed from top-down and bottom-up simultaneously. While psychological 
changes in leaders greatly influence many members of society, the evolvement of a 
mass movement that embraces psychological change has an effect on the position of 
the leaders. In the long process of reconciliation, both processes usually take place 
(Kaufman 2006). Leaders are of crucial importance because they negotiate the initial 
peaceful resolution of the conflict and are in the position to lead the reconciliation 
process, especially when they are committed to the process and have good and trust-
ing relations between them (e.g., Begin and Sadat in the Israeli–Egyptian case or 
Mandela and De Clark in South Africa; see Bargal and Sivan 2004). A peaceful reso-
lution of the immediate conflict is a necessary condition for a succeeding reconcili-
ation. Moreover, the resolution has to be satisfactory to both parties in the conflict, 
who must perceive that it has fulfilled their basic needs and addressed their funda-
mental aspirations (Pratto and Glasford in press; Kelman 1999).

However, it is important to note that especially in democratic societies there 
must be significant mass support for conflict resolution and eventual reconciliation. 
In all societies, the success of the reconciliation process depends on convincing the 
masses to change their psychological repertoire from supporting the conflict to 
favoring the emergence of peaceful relations and reconciliation. This process can-
not occur as a result of commands and orders, nor can it merely be relayed in state-
ments and speeches. Rather it must be reflected in continuous formal acts that 
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symbolically communicate to the society the change in the relationship with the 
past rival. Thus, the reconciliation process requires policies that aim at changing 
the psychological repertoire of society members (Ackerman 1994; Gardner 
Feldman 1999; Kelman 1999; Ross 2004; Shonholtz 1998). It depends on the activ-
ism and strength of those who support it and requires the involvement of individu-
als, groups and organizations in persuading hesitating and opposing group members 
of the importance of reconciliation (Bar-Tal 2000b; Gardner Feldman 1999).

The mobilization of the masses for the psychological change is also performed 
by middle-level leaders, prominent figures in ethnic, religious, economic academic, 
intellectual and humanitarian circles (Lederach 1997). In this process, elites play a 
very important role in initiating and implementing policies of reconciliation and 
reconstruction (Ackermann 1994). The elites include those individuals who hold 
authoritative positions in powerful public and private organizations and influential 
movements. At the grassroots level, local leaders, businessmen, community devel-
opers, local health officials and educators can play an important role. But the per-
suasion process within a society is not enough. Of special importance in promoting 
reconciliation are “people to people” activities that bring together “ordinary society 
members” from both sides to meet and/or work together on various projects that all 
aim at solidifying the reconciliation (Gawerc 2006).

A number of methods that promote and facilitate reconciliation have been proposed 
(Kelman 2004; Kriesberg 2004). These acts must be institutionalized and widened to 
encompass many society members, institutions and organizations (Kelman 1999; 
Norval 1999). Some of them can begin before formal conflict resolution; others require 
reciprocation and can occur only after official relations have opened up.

Methods that can take place before signing the conflict agreement include:

Using the mass media to transmit information to a wide public about the new 
peaceful goals, the past rival group, one’s own group, about the developing rela-
tions and so on (Norval 1999).

Non-governmental organizations spreading the message about the importance of con-
structing peaceful relations, helping establish cooperative and friendly relations with 
the past adversary, or providing economic assistance to the society members and 
thereby showing that peaceful relations have important benefits (e.g., Aall 1996).

Peace education provides pupils with knowledge that is in line with the principles 
of reconciliation (for example, about the other group, about the course of the 
conflict, about future peaceful relations, about the nature of peace, about con-
flict resolution, etc.; see Asmal et al. 1997; Bar-Tal et al. in press, 1993; 
Reardon 1988).

Publicizing meetings between representatives of both groups to legitimize the peace 
process and personalize former rivals.

Methods that take place after formal conflict resolution include:

Joint projects of different kinds that can foster links between members of the two 
groups at different levels of society, such as elites and professionals, as well as 
grass roots (Ackermann 1994).
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Tourism to indicate that some psychological barriers to social relations have suc-
cessfully been removed and provide an opportunity to learn about the past rival’s 
readiness to form peaceful relations; cultural exchanges provide the opportunity 
to learn about the past opponent in human cultural perspectives.

Writing a common history can shed new light on the past of the groups and provide 
a basis for the eventual evolvement of new collective memory that is compatible 
with reconciliation (Willis 1965).

Truth and reconciliation commissions deal with the past by revealing the truth to 
the people and to serve as a mechanism of perpetuating justice (Asmal et al. 
1997; Kaye 1997).

Apology as a way of accepting responsibility for the misdeeds carried out during 
the conflict and to appeal to the victim for forgiveness is an acknowledgment of 
the past injustices (Asmal et al. 1997; Cohen 2004; Gardner Feldman 1999; 
Handl 1997; Norval 1999).

Public trials of particular individuals charged for violation of human rights and 
crimes against humanity may enhance a sense of justice that facilitates the rec-
onciliation process.

Payment of reparations may take place when one or both sides accept responsibility 
for the misdeeds performed during the conflict and are willing to compensate the 
victims. This indicates an admission of guilt and regret by the perpetrator, while 
the victims’ acceptance of the reparations signals a readiness to forgive.

These different methods can involve different sectors and layers of the society. No 
single method is best; what is required is a combination. The use of the particular 
methods depends on many different factors, such as the nature of the conflict, the type 
of misdeeds perpetrated during it, the extent to which one side or both sides were 
responsible for its outbreak and the misdeeds committed, the history of relations 
between the groups, the culture of the groups involved, the availability of economic 
resources, the involvement of the international community and so on. These acts must 
be institutionalized and widened to encompass many society members, institutions 
and organizations in order to eventually evolve into a culture of peace.

Conclusion

Years of study of conflict resolution have shown that peaceful resolution of a con-
flict does not guarantee lasting peaceful relations. Parties may negotiate an agree-
ment of conflict resolution, but often this only concerns the negotiating leaders and 
is not relevant to the group members. In such cases, conflict can erupt again. To 
cement peaceful relations between the rival sides to an intractable conflict, recon-
ciliation is necessary. Such reconciliation is in essence a psychological endeavor 
achieved through psychological processes. It is a foundation to the emergence of a 
culture of peace, which is the best guarantee of stable peaceful relations. This entails 
a major societal transformation. New norms, values, opinions, symbols, narratives, 
ceremonies and cultural products have to emerge.



10 Reconciliation as a Foundation of Culture of Peace 375

Such a change requires a large accumulation of new experiences that can induce 
change in the psychological repertoire, transmitting a new message of peace and a 
new image of the former enemy. These experiences do not come about by them-
selves. People must create them, act upon them and disseminate their meaning. 
That is, people have to perform acts that provide the new experiences, such as 
peaceful gestures, meetings, joint projects, exchanges and so on. These acts supply 
the information that enables group members to look at their world differently. It is 
necessary to form a supportive climate that indicates to all society members that 
new reality evolves, free of threats, dangers and fears. This is a major undertaking 
for the society. Just as in times of conflict when society was mobilized for waging 
a violent struggle with much resolution and sacrifice, the time of reconciliation 
process requires determination and efforts to persuade the opposition, as well as 
rivals, of the genuine importance of the reconciliation and its benefits.

Individuals and groups always rally sooner and more easily to the banner of fear, 
dehumanization, hostility and hate than to the banner of trust, cooperation and 
respect of the other. But it is the latter that provides hope for a better life, and it is 
the duty of humanity to enable groups to follow the path of reconciliation that can 
lead to a culture of peace.
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