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In the post-colonial era Africa has been plagued by violent and reoccurring conflicts. 

Even after these conflicts end as a result of peace agreements and ceasefires the deep societal 

rifts that divided them still exist. This is where the deeply challenging yet crucial work of peace 

building comes in. An intrinsic part of building peace is the process of reconciliation between 

those deeply affected by the conflict; to repair these rifts people’s beliefs, customs, and values 

must be taken in to consideration. These are all inherent parts of culture that define how a person 

sees the world, the self and the other (Chicuecue, 1997, p. 483). Cultural epistemology runs deep 

below the exterior aspects of a society; trying to implement methods of reconciliation without 

taking the cultural paradigm into account risks failure of the entire process. The purpose of this 

paper is to examine reconciliation processes in post conflict African countries that have 

integrated traditional practices and beliefs alongside more mainstream practices. Rather than 

trying to exclusively evaluate the role of such traditionally based programs, this paper will focus 

on their role in the larger picture of building sustainable peace and how they can contribute to the 

process of reconciliation.  

 Conflicts and methods of reconciliation that have integrated traditional cultural practices 

and beliefs in South Africa, Rwanda and Liberia will be examined in this paper. The nature and 

outcomes of these conflicts are distinct, and will contribute to an expanded view of how 

traditional African ontology can be used in contemporary peace building. This paper will explore 

both the promises and pitfalls of integrating such approaches, as well as discuss how such 

measures may have affected the current conditions of peace in the country.  

Reconciliation can be simply described as “a societal process involving mutual 

acknowledgement of past suffering and the changing of destructive attitudes and behavior into 

constructive relationships toward sustainable peace” (Brouneus, 2008, p. 12).  Evaluating 
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outcomes of such an important but ambiguous process is not easy. I will look at the following 

macro level indicators of politically motivated violence and representative governance as a guide 

to examine the progress of reconciliation in each of the case study countries.  I will also use 

micro level anecdotes to elucidate how such traditional mechanisms have contributed to the 

building of peace. The purpose of using such indicators will now be expounded. 

Clearly a resurfacing of violent conflict represents a failure of the reconciliation process. 

Peaceful coexistence must be the first step in achieving sustainable peace. Even if it is a minimal 

benchmark, it is one that cannot be ignored. The political structure of a country is extremely 

important to building sustainable peace. A fair and representative structure provides avenues to 

express discontent without resorting to violence; as one researcher puts it “Democracy creates 

conditions by which people can agree to differ without killing one another” (Daly & Sarkin, 

2007, p. 184). The development of representative governance structures to institutionalize 

political integration among previously antagonistic parties is an important part of creating an 

environment of lasting peace. Therefore the advance (or lack thereof) of an integrated 

governance structure will be an important standard to judge progress. Reconciliation is aimed at 

creating sustainable peace in the larger society, yet society is an aggregate of individuals. 

Anecdotes of  those who have intimately been involved in such processes are an important 

indicator of the larger process. Creating a culture of cooperation and tolerance that sustains 

peaceful coexistence must be supported by grassroots action as well.  Therefore the last aspect 

that I will use to evaluate the progress of reconciliation is first person accounts of how these 

programs and processes are perceived.  

 

Reconciliation  
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True peace1 is not simply the absence of violence; it is the commitment to dealing with 

conflict constructively and non-violently. As a society emerges from the darkness of war or the 

grip of systematic oppression, the capacity to deal effectively with the rifts within that society 

must be fostered. If this capacity for conflict transformation does not occur, history threatens to 

repeat itself the next time a despot manipulates societal fractures for political and economic gain. 

Societal transformation is the root from which reconciliation grows; it is the transformation of 

conflict and the process of constructing a new relationship between victims and perpetrators, 

between former warring factions. This relationship during the period of conflict is often riddled 

with severe stereotyping, fear, and hatred (Lederach, 1997, p. 23). These attitudes must be 

confronted if social cohesion is to emerge in the post-conflict society.  

The term reconciliation is relatively new in the paradigm of international peace work. 

Until the mid 1990’s professional and academic research focused on the pre-negotiation and the 

negotiation process; however it became painful apparent that was not enough (Abu-Nimer, 2001, 

p. ix). Post-conflict reconstruction of societal norms and communal trust must be reestablished to 

promote goals as varied as economic development to psychological healing. Even simple market 

exchanges need some level of trust to be facilitated, and a minimal level of emotional recovery 

from traumatic experiences is necessary to be a functioning member of society. A formal process 

of reconciliation has been undertaken by post-conflict societies for reasons such as: deterrence of 

future conflict, promotion of justice (in the restorative sense), consolidation of a new democracy, 

or simply because the population demands it for a sense of closure to the past and a map of how 

to move forward as a common society (Daly & Sarkin, 2007, p. 12).  

                                                 
1 I use ‘True Peace’ analogous to ‘positive peace’ , this is contrasted to the idea of a ‘negative peace’ which is 
simply the absence of open conflict but without structures with which to deal openly and effectively with underlying 
conflict. (Galtung, 2001) 
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Yet, reconciliation is an elusive and complex concept that is difficult to measure. Johan 

Galtung elucidates this when he states “Reconciliation is a theme with deep psychological, 

sociological, theological, philosophical, and profoundly human roots—and nobody really knows 

how to successfully achieve it.” (Galtung, 2001, p. 4). Because of such challenges the countries 

that I will be discussing in this paper, have opted to use culturally based processes, to better 

adhere with participants sociological and psychological paradigms. Processes of reconciliation 

do take myriad forms; the form relates closely both to the primary goal of the process and the 

history and nature of the conflict experienced, as well as the cultural paradigm. Reconciliation 

after a land dispute clearly will take a different form than after genocide. Yet through all these 

varied processes the essence of reconciliation remains the same; a reformation of relationships. 

To achieve sustainable peace we must reach beyond the traditional statist approach of issue 

resolution and into the subjective realm of redefining relationships of actors within the conflict 

setting (Lederach, 1997, p. 24).  

 

Justice 

 Reconciling a divided society is not truly possible without addressing the injustices that 

led to the conflict, such as: human rights violations, property offenses and so forth. There are 

numerous conceptions of justice, and discussing them all would be beyond the scope of this 

paper; although some notion of justice must be addressed for afflicted parties to be able to move 

on from the trauma of the past. A few large frameworks will discussed as they pertain to justice 

in post conflict settings. 

Legalistic justice is based on absolute rule of law, often resulting in perpetrators being 

held accountable for their crimes through litigation based proceedings to uphold civil order. This 
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is the most familiar form of justice in the Western world and is laudable in that it holds everyone 

to the same established laws and procedures. One author states that “The ideal outcome of this 

process (legalistic justice) is to reestablish equity such that the harm offenders cause will be 

balanced by the harm done to those offenders” (Estrada-Hollenbeck, 2001, p. 68). These 

proceedings focus on the offender, not on the victim, nor on the relationship between them. 

When used in a post-conflict society to seek justice against offenders involved in political 

conflict it risks personalizing the crime and punishment, rather than seeking reparations for the 

wider community, which was harmed by the person’s wrong doing (Llewellyn, 1999, p. 357). 

Restorative justice uses a wider lens than legalistic justice; acknowledging that a crime 

affects not only victim and perpetrator, but the entire community and social structure in which 

they exist. This view of criminality has arisen through the understanding that a crime does not 

exist in a vacuum; therefore properly addressing the offense and preventing recidivism requires 

addressing the larger context (Daly & Sarkin, 2007, p. 188). In the restorative justice paradigm 

punishment is not the goal, but repairing the brokenness that has resulted as a consequence of the 

perpetrator’s actions. This can be attained through truth telling, providing compensation, making 

reparations or other methods that address victim needs and repairing the social fabric (Estrada-

Hollenbeck, 2001, p. 77). There is no need to assume that a community or society must embrace 

one or the other of these paradigms, indeed all three countries discussed in the context of this 

paper have used systems that adhere to both legalistic and restorative notions of justice.  

The issue of fairness in justice is far from clear cut and will be judged very differently 

depending on the perspective. An individual, who was injured by another, may feel vindication 

when that person is brought to legalistic justice. Yet if the wider context of the perpetrator’s 

crime is not addressed, the society at large may feel bereft of justice. This scenario speaks to 



7 | R a m e r  
 

‘macro’ and ‘micro’ forms of justice (Lillie & Janoff-Bulman, 2007). Both are important but 

cannot necessarily be addressed by the same means. Nor are they always easy to separate; macro 

and micro perspectives of justice exist on a continuum with one another, and often overlap. 

Macro justice contributes to a shared sense of history, and empowers the society to move on with 

more equitable policies for the future. Micro justice can bring a sense of closure to individuals 

but not address the larger needs of society to come to terms with the context in which the 

injustice happened2.  The processes discussed in this paper will try to speak to both of these 

perspectives, however overlapping they may often be.  

 

Case Studies: 

I. South Africa 

Background of Conflict: 

The Apartheid state 

The Union of South Africa was established in 1910 and organized around British colonial 

interests and a substantial population of Boer settlers or Afrikaners, followers of the Dutch 

Reform Church “whose messianic vision of rightful control of the land and its inhabitants would 

lead eventually to their political ascendancy” (McKinley, 1997, p. 4). These two European 

populations had been engaged in earlier struggle, culminating in the Anglo-Boer War (1899-

1902).  The two groups came to settle their differences under the banner of the new white-

minority ruled state.  

From the founding of the Union until the first truly democratic elections in 1994, the non-

white population endured systematic oppression; from forced removal, to economic exclusion, to 

                                                 
2 The dominant role of the media in society today has blurred the distinction of these two somewhat. As a single 
widely covered story can take on iconic proportions. However, the distinction is still an important one to make.  
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state-sponsored violence. Although oppression of the non-white population was established with 

the founding of the nation through exclusionary laws and policies; the official Apartheid state did 

not emerge until the late 1940’s. In 1913, the Native Land Act was passed, making it illegal for 

Africans to purchase or lease land outside of ‘Native Reserves’ which compromised only 13% of 

the total land mass. This was designed to protect White farmer’s profits and suppress the 

possibility of a landed and economically powerful Black African class (Knox & Quirk, 2000, p. 

144). After the Second World War the African Continent experienced a wave of independence 

from colonialism and a general questioning of White-supremacist ideology. This triggered fears 

among the White population in South Africa and brought The National Party to power in 1948, 

this was the Afrikaner led party that controlled the country until 1994. After its political victory a 

rash of new legislation was put forth further entrenching injustice in almost every sphere of 

human activity, from marriage, to finance, and even burial. These laws did not just designate 

between White and Non-white populations, but instigated strict racial categories covering all 

aspects of the population, including people of mixed racial and Asian descent (Knox & Quirk, 

2000).  The Apartheid laws were brutally enforced, and opposition faced a vicious state security 

apparatus.  

 

The Struggle to end Apartheid 

The end of Apartheid could not have been achieved without the sustained and dedicated 

efforts of thousands of South Africans (more than a few whom were white) involved in active 

and passive resistance to the regime.  By the end of the 1980’s both the South African 

Government (SAG) and the resistance had come to a stalemate. Starting in the 1950’s the 

African National Congress (ANC) along with other Black African organizations began to use 
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direct action tactics such as boycotts, strikes and other acts of civil disobedience (Knox & Quirk, 

2000, p. 149). Armed resistance was taken up in the early 1960’s, and the decades ensuing saw 

increasing levels of violence. As the resistance movements intensified their efforts, the SAG 

intensified their tactics of repression, these including state sponsored torture, murder, and 

kidnapping. This internal strife reached its apex in the 1980’s. As one scholar notes: “The era 

(1984-88) saw the most widespread and intense uprising in the cycle of revolt and repression” 

(Sisk, 1995, p. 63). South Africans were not alone in their struggle. Much of the international 

community also supported the struggle by isolating the SAG though a series of boycotts.  

For these reasons and many others it had become clear to the white leadership the system 

of Apartheid had become unsustainable. In February 1990, then President De Klerk unbanned 

the ANC and other anti-apartheid organizations as well as promised to free Nelson Mandela who 

had been imprisoned since 1964. Talks began in April between the SAG and the ANC to 

negotiate an end to Apartheid. Nelson Mandela emerged from one of first of these talks stating it 

was “a realization of a dream” (Knox & Quirk, 2000, p. 152). However the process laid before 

them was a long and arduous one; political violence actually spiked tremendously between the 

beginning of 1990 and April of 1994, when the first democratic elections were held, 15,000 

South Africans died. The turmoil was so great that the ANC was forced to discontinue 

negotiations on two occasions due to grassroots pressure. The deaths were a result of right-wing 

terrorism, African nationalist terrorism, clashes between the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP) and the 

ANC, and suspected state-sponsored violence (Tutu, 1999, p. 4). 

 The four long years of negotiations and the accompanying political violence 

encompassed numerous tensions. In December of 1990 Nelson Mandela identified one of the 

major stumbling blocks in the negotiations process when he said 
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 “The government’s aim is to reform apartheid out of existence while carrying over into 
the future accumulated privileges and advantages of the white monopoly on power.  The 
ANC, on the other hand, seeks to attain the total eradication of apartheid and overcome 
as quickly as possible its ravages on our people. These basic distinctions account for the 
different directions we are pulling.” (Sisk, 1995, p. 97)  
 

A major point of strain throughout the negotiations was one of how the new government would 

deal with the human rights abuses of its predecessor. The outgoing government refused to give 

up power without an assurance that there would be amnesty available to its members; of course 

the liberation movement was adamant that perpetrators of human rights abuses must be held 

accountable. Through this tension the seeds of the South African Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission (TRC) were born (Merwe, 2001, p. 188). 

 

The road to reconciliation 

The TRC process and outcomes have been the subject of much academic and political 

debate, although it was clearly not a perfect system the reasons, for its design are numerous. At 

the end of Apartheid there were those who called out for ‘Nuremburg’ style trials of all those 

intricately involved in the orchestration of apartheid.  In reality this was not an option, nor would 

it have aided the vision of a reconciling multi-cultural state. The Nuremburg trials were only 

possible because there were clear victors in the war; the Germans had no choice but to 

participate. That was not the case in South Africa, although the apartheid government was 

coming to an end, the people that ran it still had considerable economic and institutional power 

and could choose to block the process rather than participate in it.  Judge Marvin Frankel 

clarified this point when he wrote  

“A nation divided during a repressive regime does not emerge suddenly united when the 
time of repression has passed. The human rights criminals are fellow citizens, living 
alongside everyone else, and they may be very powerful and dangerous. If the army and 
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police have been the agencies of terror, the soldiers and the cops aren’t going to turn 
overnight into paragons of respect for human rights.” (Tutu, 1999, p. 21).  

 

South Africans needed to build a future alongside one another; a victor’s retributive justice 

would not do. Other than idealistic purposes of inclusion, the White population of S.Africa was a 

considerable economic force; it would have been detrimental to the nation’s future to pursue a 

more vengeful form of justice. A further source of legitimacy for the TRC was that it was not 

only aimed at redressing the abuses of whites and the Government, but anyone who committed 

abuses during the apartheid era. Perpetrators of violence who were members of Black militant 

groups, as well as anyone else involved in politically motivated crimes, were invited to give truth 

in exchange for amnesty to the TRC.  

 Besides for failing to build foundations for national reconciliation; legal trials are time 

consuming and expensive. South African law ensures that former employees of the state will 

have their legal bills covered by the state. In one trial against a former head of a police death 

squad, his defense bill alone cost the state almost 1 million U.S. dollars; of course the state also 

had to cover the cost of administration and prosecution (Tutu, 1999, p. 23). In a country that was 

plagued by high rates of illiteracy, disease, and housing shortages, the money that would have 

gone towards trials would have bankrupt a country in desperate need of social aid. Furthermore 

court trials subject the victim to rigorous cross examination, which can be result in feelings of re-

victimization, clearly not aiding the overall process of reconciliation.  

 Even more importantly than these aforementioned reasons the TRC was designed to 

perpetuate the notion of Ubuntu in the new Republic of South Africa. Archbishop Tutu describes 

the role of Ubuntu as: 

“…characteristic of traditional African jurisprudence. Here the central concern is not 
retribution or punishment. In the spirit of Ubuntu, the central concern is the healing of 
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breaches, the redressing of imbalances, the restoration of broken relationships, a seeking 
to rehabilitate both the victim and the perpetrator, who should be given the opportunity 
to be reintegrated in to the community he has injured by his offense” (Tutu, 1999, p. 55).   

 

The concept of Ububtu defines personhood, not by the individual, but by the individual’s 

relationship to others, both living and dead. Essentially this means that a human is only human 

through their relationship to others; if a relationship is damaged than that that person is injured as 

well (Kamawangamalu, 1999). Building the process of reconciliation on the notion of Ubuntu 

allowed native South Africans to claim the TRC process as their own, one deeply connected to 

their cultural heritage.  

  The TRC was not without its faults. The amnesty clause in particular garnered heavy 

criticism. The mandate of the TRC stipulated that those persons who made full disclosure of their 

crimes related to a political objective and complied with all the regulations of the process would 

be granted amnesty (Merwe, 2001, p. 188). This path was taken out of necessity for reasons such 

as the outgoing government would not cede power without an opportunity for amnesty and the 

costs of persecutions were untenable to a nation with so many pressing social problems. Yet this 

path was also chosen in alignment with the spirit of Ubuntu, and wanting to restore the 

relationships between people and communities, rather than simply punish offenders.  Regardless 

of these reasons behind the amnesty clause many felt that it compromised justice for the sake of 

peace (Llewellyn, 1999). The aforementioned concept of macro vs. micro justice surfaces here, 

speaking to the tension between individual perceptions of the proceeding vs. societal perceptions. 

One author points to this by saying: “the majority approved of the TRC and believed that it 

would contribute to and help maintain the new democracy. On a personal level, however, South 

Africans often found the TRC unfair, painful, and disempowering” (Lillie & Janoff-Bulman, 

2007, p. 222).  
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The TRC was one of the first steps on the road to reconciliation, but far from the only. 

The new constitution of the Republic of South Africa was an important step towards this process; 

it was built on the foundation of respect for human rights and dignity, democracy, and peaceful 

coexistence (Tutu, 1999, p. 46). The Reconstruction and Development Program (RDP) is another 

step the South African government has taken to heal the societal rifts that Apartheid left behind. 

The RDP sought to mitigate the large economic and achievement gaps between races in South 

Africa, trying to walk the difficult balance of bringing maximum gains to Blacks, while 

minimizing losses for the White community.  Many other efforts such as renaming public places 

for murdered community heroes and promotion of interracial sports clubs have been taken 

towards the aim of reconciliation.  

Evaluation of Reconciliation Process 

 Ubuntu has been embraced as a guiding principle of the Republic of South Africa, one 

scholar illustrates this point when he says:  

“The need to work together, respect and resolve conflict with the ultimate aim of 
reaching a win-win outcome as opposed to a zero-sum solution has informed-not to 
mention a few-the quest for reconciliation and the debate on the death penalty, and the 
drafting of the 1995 Labour Relations Act. In an attempt to address the processes of 
change in South Africa, which is essentially resolving conflicts brought about by 
apartheid, South Africans have relied upon the concept of Ubuntu” (Masina, 2000, p. 
177) 
 South Africa has not experienced any serious resurfacing of political violence, even 

though crime rates remain high in many parts of the country, these are seen as a result of 

economic hardships and inequalities not organized political violence. On a political level South 

Africa has made marked improvements towards an integrated representative democracy. The 

1997 Constitution consolidated a more federalist system than what had existed before, giving 

greater representation to some areas while strengthening governance ties to other areas that were 

previously considered independent of the central government. The ANC currently holds a two-
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thirds majority in the parliament, as well as holding the presidency since the advent of 

democracy.  South Africa is considered a stable and secure state, having successfully achieved an 

integrated democratic governance structure (U.S. Dept. of State, 2010). However, these 

advancements do not negate the wide rifts that still exist in socio-economic reality of South 

Africa. Whites currently hold 75% of all top management positions and Blacks control only 5% 

of the capital in the country’s economy. Only sixteen years have passed since the ending of 

apartheid and it is understandable that such disparities take a long time to correct. Tension 

between the Black majority and the white minority are still present, exemplified by recent 

racially charged political rhetoric and rallies (The World, 2010). There also exists a deficit of 

research on how the TRC incorporated gender differences or if it did at all. It was disappointing 

to find a lack of information regarding the gender make up of the panel members as well. This 

does not negate the incredible transition that South Africa was able to make from a brutal and 

racist regime to a representative democracy dubbed by Nelson Mandela as the ‘Rainbow Nation’. 

It is hard to imagine that this transition would have been possible without framing the TRC and 

transition within the context of Ubuntu. Using this traditional belief to rally support around 

reconciliation rather than vengeance, around inclusion and forgiveness rather than exclusion and 

retributive justice, allowed the nation to move forward in relative peace and continue to hold its 

status as one of the most developed nations in Africa both economically and socially.  

 

II. Liberia 

 

Background of Conflict: 

Pre-1980 History 
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 Liberia is a small but extremely diverse country. It is slightly larger than the state of Ohio 

(43,000 sq mi.), and home to 16 major indigenous ethnic groups; each with its own language or 

dialect, and distinct traditions and customs (Boas, 2005). Liberia also has a unique history as the 

only African nation not to be colonized by another nation, yet the country has interesting 

parallels to nations that were.  In the early 1800’s a group of prominent White Americans formed 

the American Colonization Society (ACS); the formation of this group was spurred by Southern 

U.S. fears of a Black revolt and Northern U.S. fears of economic competition of an increased 

Black American work force. ACS was formed with the intention of setting up a colony on the 

West Coast of Africa as a destination for freed slaves. Between 1822 and 1861 the group 

orchestrated the migration of approximately 12,000 free-born Black Americans, freed slaves of 

African descent, and Africans freed from captured slave slips, to what is now Liberia. This group 

of people came to be known as Americo-Liberians. Imitating the plantation system of the 

Southern U.S. the Americo-Liberians set up plantations along the coast and exploited the labor of 

the indigenous populations. The Americo-Liberians, never more than 5% of the country’s total 

population, established political and economic domination over the rest of the country. The 

indigenous populations were antagonistic to the creation of the Liberian state and a series of 

conflicts persisted throughout the 19th century between these parties (Foster, et al., 2009). The 

Americo-Liberians developed a mostly stable oligarchy that controlled Liberia until 1980. In the 

late 1970’s internal tension escalated in response to the gapping disparities among the population 

and deep seated corruption of the government. In 1979 major rioting took place in the capital city 

of Monrovia (Foster, et al., 2009).  

 

History 1980-2003 
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 In 1980, the then president of Liberia was murdered in a coup d’état, along with 13 of his 

ministers. Samuel Doe, a master sergeant in the army, was installed as the head of state; 

overthrowing the Americo-Liberian controlled True Whig Party, which had held power for over 

a hundred years (Toure, 2002). Doe proved to be a brutal and corrupt leader, yet he was assured 

support from the U.S. as he was staunch anti-communist. He held on to power throughout the 

decade by forming a regime of almost exclusively Krahn (his ethnic group) kinsmen and 

violently repressing those of other ethnic groups.   

On Christmas Eve of 1989 Charles Taylor led the National Patriotic Front of Liberia 

(NPFL) in to the country from Cote d’Ivoire and set off the first of two civil wars (Foster, et al., 

2009). Taylor attracted recruits mainly from Gio and Mano ethnic groups. Villages of these 

ethnic groups were attacked by Doe’s forces, and in turn the NPFL attacked villages of Krahn 

and Mandingo (often supporters of Doe) creating a wretched cycle of violence that grew to 

consume the whole country even after Doe was captured and murdered in 1990. Earlier that same 

year a force (ECOMOG) representing the Economic Community of West African States 

(ECOWAS) entered the capital to try to enforce a ceasefire. However, in the wake of Doe’s 

death its neutrality became increasingly questionable as they allied with additional rebel groups 

that were formed in the course of the fighting (Boas, 2005). A peace deal was not reached until 

September of 1996; Charles Taylor was elected president in 1997 in the freest and fairest 

elections Liberia had ever experienced. Although the elections were deemed legitimate, many 

scholars have attributed Taylor’s victory to his military capability to intimidate populations into 

supporting him, and his economic resources that enabled him to control much of the media 

running up to the elections. During his time in office his administration was described as “a 
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criminal gang operating as a criminal exercise” (Tarr, 2007). Unsurprisingly, under such 

conditions another civil war was to break out within a few years. 

 The UN implemented sanctions on Taylor’s government for supporting rebel factions in 

Sierra Leone and other human rights abuses. This empowered the rebel faction Liberians United 

for Reconciliation and Democracy (LURD), a mainly Mandingo faction that was partially 

supported by the Guinean dictator. This war lasted until 2003 when Taylor finally surrendered 

the presidency and went into exile in Nigeria, just ahead of the Accra Comprehensive Peace 

Agreement, where the transition from war was to be negotiated (Boas, 2005). It was agreed at 

these accords to establish a Truth and Reconciliation Commission to “promote national peace, 

security, unity and reconciliation”. 

  The two civil wars in Liberia killed an estimated 250,000 people, out of a prewar 

population of three million, and displaced nearly 1.5 million people from their homes. There 

were egregious violations of human rights committed by all sides including massacres, rape as a 

weapon of war, torture, abduction of children to be used as soldiers and sex slaves, theft, and 

various levels of intimidation tactics (Foster, et al., 2009). The wounds are deep across Liberian 

society and without adequate peace building and reconciliation the threat of resurgent violence is 

very real.  

 

Reconstruction and Reconciliation 

 In November of 2005 Ellen Johnson Sirleaf won the second round of presidential 

elections in Liberia to become the first female head of state in Africa, as well as to undertake the 

monumental task of rebuilding the nation. A transitional government had been in power since the 

end of the civil war, along with a large UN peacekeeping force, which had maintained relative 
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stability in which to hold the 2005 elections. After so many years of civil war the country’s 

infrastructure was in ruins, and high rates of unemployment plagued the country. It has been 

shown that high rates of unemployment are closely correlated with failure of a peace settlement 

(Nilsson & Sodeberg-Kovacs, 2005). Therefore successfully rebuilding the economy was a main 

interest of the new government, not only to increase the standard of living for the devastated 

population, but also to secure the peace.  

“As in the case of the overall challenge of economic reconstruction, there will be no quick fix 
to national reconciliation and healing. But we can neither flinch from the challenge, nor be 
overwhelmed by its complexities. After all, some of the underlying factors of our current 
problems are as deep and old as the history of our country. So, we must begin today to 
reconcile and heal our nation with deliberate and purposeful commitment, recognizing that 
we are first and last Liberians - and that our nation’s strength, progress, and development 
are directly impacted by our unity, peace, security, and stability as a people.” 
 ~Pres. Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, Inaugural Speech, January 16th, 2006 (Johnson-Sirleaf, 2006) 

  

Liberia’s past is scarred by an overly centralized governance structure, which 

promulgated an entrenched culture of exclusionary politics. Overcoming this was key to the new 

administration’s success in rebuilding Liberia and sustaining the peace. Building faith in the 

government, by pursuing policies of transparency and inclusion were integral to moving forward 

in the reconstruction process. To do this effectively a national identity of “Liberian” needed to be 

encouraged over the tribal and regional identities that reigned during the years of civil war.   

 A unique aspect of the Liberian TRC was the provision that included traditional 

mechanisms of conflict resolution and reconciliation. Palava huts are one of these traditional 

forms that have been embraced as a way to improve community dialogue and settle disputes. A 

palava hut is constructed to create a space where problems can be discussed by traditional 

leaders and settled by consensus, as well as a forum to examine crimes committed within the 

community (Lekskes, Hooren, & Beus, 2007, p. 20).  
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Trial by ordeal, specifically Sassywood, is a traditional justice mechanism that is 

historically used in Palava huts. The process includes drinking a poisonous herbal concoction or 

grabbing a hot piece of metal; it is believed that the ritual power of the ceremony will protect the 

innocent from being poisoned or burned  (I.D.E.A., 2006). Trial by ordeal practices have been 

outlawed by the Johnson-Sirleaf administration, however much of the population lament this and 

feel that the loss of such justice mechanisms have a negative effect on maintaining security 

within rural society (Isser, Lubkemann, & N'Tow, 2009). The use of trial by ordeal clearly brings 

up questions of rationality and infringement on individual rights; many argue that by banning 

this practice Palava huts can still be beneficial to the overall process of reconciliation and in 

conjunction with international standards of human rights (Foster, et al., 2009, p. 51). Palava huts 

are only condoned to be used in hearing lesser crimes committed during the civil war; these 

include support of rebel factions, theft, and land usurpation (Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission of Liberia, 2009). These crimes, especially land related offenses are the majority of 

disputes that remain between individuals and communities since the civil war.  

Other traditional practices of reconciliation have also been used such as community 

cleansing rituals. It is believed that the earth is a medium between the dead and the living; rituals 

are preformed to cleanse land of evil spirits and make amends to the dead. Rituals to cleanse evil 

from de-armed combatants or victims of rape are also commonly used to help reintegrate them 

back in to the community (Sirleaf, 2010). This rebuilding of trust and harmony within 

community gets to the heart of reconciliation.  

 Poro and Sande secret societies have also been instrumental to Liberia’s reconciliation 

process. Poro members are males initiated in the traditional animistic rituals and Sande is the 

female equivalent. The leaders of these societies are thought to have supernatural powers and 
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therefore garner not only respect, but power in influencing previously combative factions 

(Osaghae, 2000). During the years of war traditional institutions such as the Poro and Sande 

societies were considerably weakened, although in no means destroyed. It is perceived that by 

rebuilding the strength of these societies, and restoring ‘community discipline’, traditional 

practices in conflict resolution and social integration can be more easily achieved. Elders of these 

councils were invited to take part in the TRC, officially incorporated as the ‘Traditional 

Advisory Council’ to provide feedback and advice to the process (Rowlands, 2008, p. 140). This 

state sanctioned rebuilding of traditional community ties and social structure not only helps the 

communities but encourages state legitimacy through the eyes of those (especially in rural areas) 

who feel more closely connected to traditional societies such as Poro and Sande rather than to the 

state apparatus. 

  

Evaluation of Reconciliation  

 Liberia has managed to keep its fragile hold on peace since the Accra accords that ended 

the last civil war, however the deep divisions in Liberian society between the diverse ethnic-

political groups are by no means fully healed. The economic and social devastation that was the 

legacy of 14 years of civil war continues to threaten the security of the country. It is extremely 

commendable that Liberia elected the first female head of state in Africa, and has included 

women in a number of other powerful positions. Yet this does not negate the need for a deeper 

gender analysis of how women are affected and can be better incorporated in to the healing and 

reconciliation processes.  

Because of the role of the state security forces in human rights violations and 

perpetuation of violence, building an integrated and trusted national army and security force is of 
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prime concern for building sustainable peace in the country. The government has undertaken 

several initiatives to vet out human rights abusers within the force as well as to increase 

recruitment among women and other under- represented groups in the security forces 

(Ackerman, 2009, p. 88). This is a positive step to an overall inclusive government, as providing 

security is one of the main responsibilities of any state. Corruption has been an endemic problem 

in Liberia’s history, not only taxing the already impoverished state but crippling public trust. 

Rooting out corruption has been one of the most lauded undertakings of the Sirleaf government, 

as this is seen to improve inclusion and openness in the administrative process (Gberie, 2008, p. 

464).  

  A town chief in Nimba County expressed his view of returning to traditional (customary) 

mechanisms of reconciliation and dispute resolution when he said: 

  “ Actually, the customary law is the one that I prefer and protect in administering justice 
to our people. Our traditional laws helps us to handle our dispute very easily and after 
the settlement of these disputes, the disputants go with smiles in their faces…in fact, the 
statutory law brings separation among our people. After the court ruling we observe the 
guilty one is either put in prison or heavily charged to pay cost of court, bond fee, etc. So 
I prefer the customary system.” (Isser, Lubkemann, & N'Tow, 2009, p. 54) 

 
In light of the severe economic challenges that Liberia faces, making use of traditional justice 

and reconciliation mechanisms enables communities to rebuild their bonds and settle disputes in 

a cost efficient and culturally relevant way that paves the road towards sustainable peace in the 

nation. Economic considerations aside, the powerful effect of including much of Liberia’s 

disenfranchised rural population in reconciliation by embracing traditional methods and leaders 

in the process shows promising signs towards sustaining peace. This is elucidated by the research 

jointly sponsored by the United States Institute of Peace and George Washington University, the 

report states: “Rural populations and customary authorities are not often thought of as sources 

of change and innovation, but our data convinces us that some of them actually can be.” This 
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speaks to the impact that incorporating local and traditional methods can have on progressing 

national reconciliation.  

 

III. Rwanda 

 

Background of Conflict: 

Pre-1994 History 

 The people of Rwanda are predominantly of either the Hutu or the Tutsi background. 

However these two groups are indistinguishable by language or religion, it is simply their 

physical characteristics and occupational ties that have functioned as group identifiers. In pre-

colonial times Tutsi belonged to the minority cattle-owning class, and achieved political 

domination over the majority agriculturalist population of Hutus. It was even possible for 

individuals to change their group identity by intermarriage, or some other social acquisition 

(Lambourne, 2001, p. 322). It was not until colonization that the respective group identities were 

cemented in to fixed and more antagonistic terms. Germany claimed Rwanda as their own in 

1885 as part of ‘Ruanda-Urnundi’, an administrative territory that also included Burundi. After 

World War I Rwanda was transferred to Belgian rule. Belgium instigated ‘divide and rule’ policy 

that further embedded the Tutsi hold on power. The Tutsi were perceived by the Europeans to 

have more Caucasian features. In line with racist “scientific” theories of the time they were 

deemed to be a superior race to the Hutu, and all administrative positions were given exclusively 

to Tutsi people. To further implement their objectives, in 1933, the Belgians took on the 

extensive task of characterizing each person in Rwanda as either “Tutsi” or “Hutu” based solely 
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on their facial characteristics and number of cattle owned, then issued corresponding identity 

cards (Barnett, 2002).  

 Between 1959 and 1961 Hutu resentment of the status quo flared in to what is known as 

the ‘Hutu Revolution’. In 1959 Belgium switched sides and asked the UN to back Hutu majority 

rule in Rwanda, with 1962 as the set date for independence. In September of 1961, the first 

elections were held, with Hutus gaining the vast majority of seats in parliament. July 1st 1962 

Rwanda was formally granted independence, under a vastly revolutionized social structure with 

the Hutus now dominating the political system (Barnett, 2002, p. 52). At this time an estimated 

200,000 Tutsis fled the country out of fear of retaliation for past oppressive policies. Throughout 

the next decades the Hutu led government instituted a number of exclusionary policies in relation 

to the Tutsi minority. In 1988 the Tutsi Diaspora formed the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF). The 

RPF led a number of assaults on the country between 1990 and 1993; the Hutu government 

retaliated by conducting brutal attacks on Tutsi communities. In 1993, after a series of talks, the 

Arusha Peace Agreement was reached. Yet this agreement would never come to fruition; the 

following April the Rwandan President Habyariamana, along with the President of Burundi, 

were killed in a plane crash (Lambourne, 2001). It is speculated that the plane was actually shot 

down by radical Hutu factions that were opposed to the power sharing agreement that was about 

to be put in place (Barnett, 2002). This was the beginning of one of the worst humanitarian 

tragedies of the 20th century. 

  

The Genocide 

 Immediately after the downing of the plane on April 6th, the country was thrown into the 

hell of genocide. Between April and July 1994 approximately 700,000 Tutsis and 50,000 
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moderate Hutus were killed by government forces, paramilitaries, and even ordinary citizens 

(Staub, Pearlman, Gubin, & Hagenimana, 2005). Countless others were victims of rape, torture, 

property theft, forced migration, and other sorts of physical and psychological trauma. The army, 

police, other state personnel and organized militia were responsible for the bulk of killings across 

the country. However an especially disturbing factor of this colossal tragedy was the amount of 

ordinary citizens who took up the call to reap vengeance on their neighbors (Ingelaere, 2008). 

This was much a result of the fear mongering and advocating of Tutsi extermination that was 

propagated by Radio Television Libre des Milles Vollines and newspaper Kangura (Temple-

Raston, 2005, p. 2). The swiftness with which the genocide happens is testimony in part to the 

pre-meditated nature of the violence.  

 The international community did notoriously little to stop the carnage during the four 

months of the genocide. There were claims that the U.N. had little knowledge of impending 

violence or the extent of the campaign once it got underway.  However these claims have been 

refuted by the series of warning filled letters by the UN field commander, Gen. Romeo Dalliare 

(Barnett, 2002). Due to recent losses of personnel and face in Somalia, the U.S. refused to 

intervene at all, even to jam radio signals that were calling for civilian participation in the 

genocide (Allen, 2002). July 4th of that year the RPF took control of the country and the defeated 

government and organized militias fled to the Democratic Republic of Congo, from where they 

continued assaults on the country in cross border excursions. 

  

Justice, Reconciliation and Traditional Methods 

 The military victory of the RPF allowed them to set the agenda of post-genocide Rwanda 

without many constraints or need for compromise (Ingelaere, 2008).  Despite a return to the 
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minority rule of the past, the new government, led by President Paul Kagame, committed its self 

to rebuilding a united Rwanda. A necessary component of this was to create a sense of national 

identity:  “Rwandaness or Rwandanicity, not ethnicity, should define relations between state and 

society. Building or (re-) establishing this unity of Rwandans goes together with eradicating the 

‘genocide ideology.’” (Ingelaere, 2008, p. 31) Trying to heal the ethnic divides that had torn the 

country apart was seen as the only path to sustainable peace. 

 Justice through legal means was seen as a necessary step on the path to peace building by 

both the national government and the international community, to both deter future human rights 

transgressions and to end the culture of impunity that had existed for so long in the county’s 

governmental structure. Yet the logistics of achieving this type of justice were daunting at best. 

95% of Rwanda’s pre-genocide population of lawyers and judges were either killed, in exile, or 

in prison. 130,000 detainees filled the country’s jails and prisons  (Lambourne, 2001, p. 324).  

Four months after the end of the genocide the UN Security Council voted in the favor of 

Resolution 955, an International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR); there was only one 

dissenting vote, that of Rwanda. The Rwandan ambassador told the UN that without the option 

of a death penalty, his nation would not support it. The only nation in Africa willing to host the 

court was Tanzania. A collective resentment existed among the African nations that felt the 

International community did nothing to stop the genocide as it was happening, and now rushed to 

support what they viewed as a ‘band-aid’ solution to the problem (Temple-Raston, 2005, p. 74). 

Those who were deemed to be orchestrators, organizers, and planners of the genocide would be 

tried at the ICTR.  

 Although painfully ill equipped to deal with the enormity of legal trials ahead, the 

Rwandan legal system began to hold trials in December of 1996. Between then and the end of 
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2000 about 3,400 cases had been dealt with, 120,000 people were still incarcerated and awaiting 

trial (Sarkin, 2001, p. 143). It was recognized during this time that at this rate there would be no 

possible way to bring all those incarcerated to trial in their lifetimes. The idea of using the 

traditional community courts, known as Gacaca, as a platform to try those involved in certain 

crimes during the genocide surfaced in public discourse. 

 Historically Gacaca courts differed in a number of ways to the modern form that was 

used to try those accused of crimes connected to the genocide. Gacaca means ‘justice on the 

grass’, it refers to dispute settlement mechanism that far pre-dates colonial history. Traditionally 

a local king or mwami had ultimate say in any disputes; however it was first brought before a 

council of wise men in the precise locality where the discretion took place. The desired outcome 

is described as: 

 “The primary aim of the settlement was the restoration of social harmony, and to a lesser 
extent the establishment of the truth about what happened, the punishment of the 
perpetrator, or even the compensation through a gift. Although the latter elements could 
be part of the resolution, they were subsidiary to the return to harmony between the 
lineages and a purification of the social order.” (Ingelaere, 2008, p. 33) 

 

When the Western style legal system was introduced during the colonial period, Gacaca courts 

continued to play a role in mitigating conflicts concerning lesser crimes, while more serious 

crimes were passed on to the Western style courts.  

 Immediately after the genocide, some communities took it upon themselves to try 

perpetrators through the Gacaca system without involvement of the state as it was a trusted and 

familiar method of seeking justice. Later when Gacaca courts became a state sanctified mode of 

post genocide justice, they were authorized to mandate community service, victim compensation, 

and even prison terms. It was deemed that these courts were able to try those who committed all 

but the most heinous crimes during the genocide. Crimes that are tried in the Gacaca 
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proceedings include lesser crimes such as property offenses and intimidation, but also serious 

crimes such as murder under the guidance of others and non-lethal attacks that were intended to 

kill; these sorts of crimes made up the majority of offenses of those imprisoned after the 

genocide (Ingelaere, 2008, p. 40).  

 The proceedings also serve as cathartic release to many victims who were able to simply 

give voice to the trauma they experienced through the proceedings; some researchers believe that 

talking about one’s pain is the first step towards healing it (Bromley, 2009). However other 

researchers have suggested that the retelling of traumatic events can result in ill-health, 

insecurity, and even re-traumatization (Brouneus, 2008). 

An interesting aspect of the Gacaca courts is the make-up of the community judges who 

serve it. To be a judge on the Gacaca courts one had to be considered an ‘honorable’ person 

elected by the community to hold the position. The selection process allows all parts of the 

community to have equal say in who serves as judges. This has brought many women in to the 

position to serve as judges (Ingelaere, 2008, p. 53). This inclusion of women is extremely 

important and should be researched further in to how this affected women’s experience of the 

Gacaca process.  This process of selecting community judges is not without conflict; it can lead 

to a sensitive situation considering that un-trained persons can hand out legally binding sentences 

(Sarkin, 2001).  Another short falling of the Gacaca courts is that they do not deal with crimes 

committed by RPF combatants which makes the proceedings largely one sided. 

 ‘Ingando Solidarity Camps’ were another traditionally based tactic that the Rwandan 

government employed towards the stated goal of reconciliation. These camps are based on the 

traditional practice of gathering community elders together for a time of seclusion from the 

society to discuss issues of great concern such as war and famine. In their present resurrection 
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they serve as rehabilitation centers for returning combatants from neighboring countries, as well 

as student retreats to ‘combat the ideology of genocide’ and foster a united Rwandan identity. 

They aim to teach tolerance and peaceful thinking towards the aim of community integration 

(Larson & Houburg, 2007). These camps have been lauded in some circles as a comprehensive 

approach to reconciliation that reaches out to ex-combatants, providing peace education and 

support towards the aim of reconciliation. However a Rwandan scholar, at the Harvard Law 

School, has criticized these camps as prioritizing political indoctrination in support of the ruling 

government’s policies over valid reconciliation practices. He argues that while the idea of 

Ingando camps is a useful one, the amount of time spent within in the camps is not sufficient; 

arguing that it would be better if Ingando curriculum was taught within the body of school 

curriculum  (Mgbako, 2005).  

 Bishop Rucyahana of the Anglican Church works with a number of reconciliation 

programs such as engaging repentant genocide offenders in rebuilding homes for genocide 

survivors, and facilitating dialogue groups where both perpetrators and victims can share their 

stories and develop more understanding of the other. Although a Christian initiative, such 

processes are coherent with traditional African cosmology of emphasizing rebuilding of social 

cohesion over individual punishment. These forms of restorative justice are aspects of the 

reconciliation process, the importance of which the Bishop elucidates when he said: 

 “No, it doesn’t always work magically. We have to give it time. We have engaged a 
process. We have to hang onto the process until the work comes to completion. We may 
even die doing it. But we have to continue doing it anyway.”~ Bishop Rucyahana 
(Severson, 2009) 

 

Understandably after such social destruction there are no simple answers to the rebuilding of a 

functional society.  
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Evaluation of Reconciliation 

 Rwanda has not fallen back into the nightmare of civil war or genocide, however the 

security situation has remained far from calm. In the late 90’s the RPA has led a number of cross 

border excursions into the DRC to attack camps of expatriate Hutu extremists, who had been 

attacking Rwandan border villages. These actions rippled out in to regional war and instability; 

but the Rwandan army has been able to keep the internal territory of Rwanda relatively secure 

(Temple-Raston, 2005, p. 215). 

 When the RPF government took power after its military victory against the Hutu 

genocidaires, they moved quickly to re-establish a functioning state, vowing to create an 

inclusive democracy from the ashes of deep rooted ethnic conflict.  Initially many non-RPF 

members were included in the government, notably a moderate Hutu president and prime 

minister (McDonough, 2008, p. 369). However within a few years, it was obvious the RPF-led 

government was increasing its grip on power. In 1994 it stated that elections would be held in 

1999, but a month before the elections were to take place, it was announced that the transitional 

phase of the government would be continued until 2003. Local elections were held in 2001 and 

presidential elections were held in 2003, however both of these were seen as dubious by 

international observers (Sarkin, 2001, p. 169). Prior to these elections campaigning was 

outlawed, and a number of ‘disappearances’ of dissenting party leaders took place. It was 

reported that Paul Kagame overwhelmingly won the election, even though these results were 

disputed, and he continues to hold power today, evidently questioning the health of democracy. 

Putting authoritarian practices aside, the Rwandan government has brought significant economic 
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growth to the country (which is key to sustainable peace), and has been successful in 

decentralizing the judiciary with its use of the Gacaca courts. Criticisim aside the Ingando 

camps are also seen by some as helpful towards the overall process. Alex Rusgara, Program 

Officer of Advocacy, National Unity, and Reconciliation Commission stated the following: 

 “There is a harmonious cohesion within the social fabric of Rwandan society. Look at the 
peaceful streets of Kigali and the peaceful national elections…people who once fought 
each other in the past are now working well together. Genocidaires who went through 
ingando are now living peacefully next to survivors. There are no powerful antagonisms. 
Ingando is bearing fruit.” (Mgbako, 2005, p. 224) 

 
While not everyone would agree with such a statement, it does support the argument that 

traditionally based mechanisms are contributing to peace in Rwanda. The Gacaca courts as they 

have been redefined for the state sanctioned justice process have had both negative and positive 

outcomes as have been illustrated in this paper. In referring to the Gacaca courts one author 

notes that:  

“Its core is retributive, while the essence of the ancient institution was restorative. 
Observation indicates that the restorative aspect, for example, restitution at the level of 
the cell-level courts, works better than classical justice taking place among peers at the 
level of the sector-level courts” (Ingelaere, 2008, p. 57) 
 

Clearly these courts affect justice and reconciliation differently at different levels of society, and 

according to such observations, have a more positive affect when used in more localized contexts 

as they were originally intended. 

 

Conclusion  

The reconciliation process is best undertaken in the cultural context of the societies that it 

seeks to bring together. This is especially imperative in Africa for a number of reasons. There 

exists a perception within Africa that Western led conflict resolution and reconciliation practices 

are simply an extension of neo-colonization. Elites who seek to perpetuate conflict for their own 
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ends, will often use this perception to their advantage. If this perception is widespread within a 

post-conflict society it delegitimizes the entire process, thus cultural ownership of the process is 

extremely important. Furthermore contextualizing the reconciliation process in traditional beliefs 

and systems, and engaging traditional leaders encourages participation of local peoples who may 

be skeptical of outside measures (Osaghae, 2000, p. 201). One scholar states that  

“Recent studies of traditional organizations—hometown associations, cultural 
organizations, ethnic unions, women’s societies, and so on---as integral parts of modern 
civil society in various parts of Africa, show the enormous benefits and potentials of 
traditional conflict management strategies, especially in the case of ethnic conflicts 
which have so far remained substantially untapped” (Osaghae, 2000, p. 202) 

Conflict management is clearly a part of the reconciliation process, for without confronting the 

conflict itself, how can relationships be re-established amongst the parties? This quote illustrates 

the greater need for traditional organizations and mechanisms in the enormous task of 

peacebuilding.  

 Part of the reconciliation process is collectively healing from the trauma of the past. 

Successful psychological healing, such as diminishing PTSD symptoms in both perpetrators and 

victims, is rooted within a cultural paradigm (Dowdney, 2007). This is because one’s experience 

of trauma, as well as one’s journey towards healing, is surrounded in the larger context of our 

cultural values, roles, and understanding. The conceptual use of Ubuntu is an example of using a 

cultural paradigm to try and access greater national healing. 

Integrating traditional methods into the reconciliation process is not without its potential 

hazards. Human rights must not be disregarded for the sake of adhering to a traditional practice, 

as is the case in some palava hut ceremonies. Using tradition as an excuse for political 

domination practices, as in the use of Ingando camps is another example of how such integration 

can be deemed illegitimate.  
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 The process of seeking a shared history and truth, exemplified in the TRCs in South 

Africa and Liberia, and to some extent the Gacaca courts in Rwanda, has shown to be integral in 

the societal rebuilding process. These processes indicate that the perpetrator’s actions have been 

deemed unacceptable on a societal level; this can result in enhanced feelings of safety for the 

affected communities (Staub, 2006, p. 881). However the full spectrum of the truth should be 

acknowledged, even including the truth of the perpetrators. In the instance of Rwanda, Hutu 

extremists saw their actions defensible by the oppression they experienced under Belgian backed 

Tutsi rule during the colonial period. Also many Hutu civilians were victimized by the RPF but 

were unable to share these stories through the Gacaca process as they were organized by the 

RPF led government. These perspectives must be acknowledged for true reconciliation to occur. 

This has yet to occur within Rwanda and is one of many factors that threaten the peace there. In 

the South African TRC on the other hand, the truth telling and amnesty process was open to all 

sides. It was not only members of the National security forces that came forwards, but also Black 

militants came to speak the truth about violence against civilians that they had carried out during 

the liberation process. This non-discriminatory approach helped the nation to embrace the TRC 

as being fair and committed to exposing the truth on all sides.  

 One area that was missing from the body of research on the subject is how gender affects 

these processes. Much of the accounts that were studied were written as if they were gender 

neutral, but it is well known that war affects women’s lives very differently than how it affects 

men. Therefore the research should be conducted on how female populations may be affected 

differently through these processes. In truth more research needs to be conducted on many 

aspects of how people and societies affected by reconciliation initiatives. 
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Although reconciliation is a relatively understudied phenomenon in the academics of 

peace work, reconciliation methods are found in the history and culture of people all around the 

world. However the need for reconciliation is hard to question; how does a cart move once the 

wheels are broken? How does a country move on from conflict, once its social bonds have been 

torn? Western methods of representative democracy and rule of law are important for rebuilding 

the ‘wheels’ of society, yet alone do not necessarily speak to the deep set cultural paradigms of 

the peoples they are trying to reconcile. Integrating traditional practices and belief systems can 

enrich the process, allowing it to be more fully embraced by the population, and foster a more 

lasting peace in the society.  
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