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Introduction

The process of reconciliation can be said to operate on a number of levels, namely the political or national, community and individual.  National political conflicts are often causally linked to localised conflict and cannot be divorced from them.  Equally in most societies coming out of conflict localised political conflicts have a life of their own. In January 2003, Democratic Dialogue embarked on an 18-month research project focused on exploring what could be called ‘community reconciliation’ in Northern Ireland.  

The research was motivated by an observation that the term ‘reconciliation’ is not well developed in Northern Ireland and that no agreed definition exists, despite its increasingly common usage in a range of diverse contexts.  The purpose of the research was three-fold and the research was conducted focusing on three case study areas, based on local district council boundaries.  Following a detailed analysis of a range of factors, three case study areas, namely Armagh City and District Council, Omagh District Council and Ballymena Borough Council were chosen.  These reflected a range of factors, including a broad geographical spread, a mix of religious composition,
 levels of inter-communal violence and unrest,
 and differing levels of community and voluntary sector activity.   We also consciously chose to focus on areas outside of the large urban centres, as these have received less scrutiny in terms of the relations between communities in the past.  The one common element shared by all three case studies was a similar population sizes, something we felt was important if we were to make general comparisons between areas and activities.

In all, we interviewed 58 individuals across the three case study areas, with a number of categories of interviewees identified at the outset, i.e.

· at least one representative from each political party in the council was interviewed (along with a number of independent councillors);

· the Community Relations Officer employed by the three councils;

· the Chief Executive of the council and other relevant policy development personnel; 

· the Local Strategy Partnership managers and members;

· a selected group of workers and board members from community and voluntary sector organisations engaged in aspects of what could be considered as reconciliation work were contacted, and

· organisations including victims groups, ex-prisoners groups, community development organisations, local networking or umbrella groups, youth groups and local organisations supporting ethnic minorities. 

During the course of the research we explored a range of issues with the interviewees.  This included their own personal views and opinions on reconciliation; how it related to their own work and voluntary activities on policies, practices and structures relating to reconciliation, on relationships between and within sectors and finally on who ultimately holds the responsibility for building reconciliation.  The research has provided a rich set of data on a range of issues relating to both the conceptualisation and practical application of reconciliation in Northern Ireland.   Although the research explores specifics in terms of relationships between councils and community groups, it also provides a snapshot of localised views on reconciliation.

A standard set of questions was devised for all interviewees.  Whilst this proved challenging in terms of designing a form of words which would be relevant and appropriate to all interviewees, it was invaluable in later drawing comparisons.  

Exploring conceptual questions

The aims of this project had a number of different strands relating to conceptual and practical considerations in relation to reconciliation.  In this paper we will only focus on our findings in relation to the conceptual understandings of reconciliation.  Specifically, we focus on the question:
· How are a range of individuals from political parties and civil society conceptualising reconciliation in Northern Ireland?

Broadly speaking our conversations with interviewees on this topic centered around three main sub-questions:

· What do you understand by the term ‘reconciliation’?

· What might a reconciled society look like?

· How can you relate the term ‘reconciliation’ to your own work?

Findings

From the 58 interviews and after analysing the data we drew the following impressions:

1. In general, the interviewees were open to having a discussion on reconciliation

Based on discussions with the project consultation committee
 and other stakeholders over the course of the project, we had formed an impression that the term ‘reconciliation’ is often perceived in Northern Ireland with a sense of irrelevance,  dismissiveness, or even hostility.  We were, therefore, somewhat hesitant about how people may engage with the topic during the course of the interviews.  However, we found that, in general terms, people were quite open to having a discussion on the issue and were willing to explore how it relates to them and fits with their own work. 

2. A significant number of interviewees found it difficult to engage in a meaningful way with the topic and were quite vague on the detail

Whilst people were willing to have a conversation about reconciliation in general terms, a significant portion of the respondents initially appeared to have difficulties in conceptualising the term.  While most respondents had some idea of the general outcomes of a reconciliation process (usually conceived of as ‘communities being at peace with each other’ or ‘one where an individuals religion or background ceases to matter’),  most were fairly vague on the details of what a reconciliation process might actually require or how to get there.  This is by no means a judgment, as conceptually reconciliation can be a complex and difficult task, and clearly those we interviewed found it a challenging issue that required further thought and reflection. 

3. Community relations practitioners and volunteers had a different understanding of reconciliation than councillors and council staff

Councillors and council staff generally saw reconciliation as one of many issues faced in their daily work, but not a priority for them in the midst of helping people obtain their statutory rights.  This suggests a legalistic understanding of dealing with past conflicts rather than a relationship driven focus.  It also suggests that they do not see one of the components of reconciliation as the attainment of rights.  That said, voluntary and community sector representatives tended to see reconciliation more clearly as a priority of their work.  They saw it very much related to building and mending relationships.  For some they even saw it as a priority, even when their work was not explicitly labelled a ‘reconciliation’ initiative. 

4. No agreed definition of reconciliation exists at present

As we had hypothesised from the outset, there was a distinct lack of clarity amongst interviewees as to what was meant by the term ‘reconciliation’.  This potential difficulty was acknowledged by a number of interviewees.  Most tended to view this lack of clarity as a significant obstacle in terms of engaging people in cross-community processes or in developing relevant policies and practices that could address the legacy of the conflict.  This lack of clarity was also a contradiction given that some were involved in what was funded under a banner of reconciliation work.  The practical problems related to the lack of clarity were summed up by one respondent, who said:

Reconciliation may sound like something which is too ambitious.   But also, it has been bandied about a bit and I don’t like that.  I don’t like the way it is being used.  People actually don’t have any idea what reconciliation is.  When you are dealing with people who are not from an academic side, I think it is a difficult thing for people to digest.  

Although it was difficult to make any clear distinctions between the responses between political parties or between communities, it was noticeable, that the interviewees responses were influenced by their political convictions and their religious background. 

5. Few people use the term reconciliation to describe their own work or voluntary activities
Whilst we generally found no particular hesitancy about having a discussion about reconciliation, the respondents appeared to have difficulties in relating it to their work.  Many did not use the term themselves within their own contexts.  During the course of the interviews we asked each respondent to describe their work for us.  We also asked what they understand their work is seeking to achieve and, given a choice, what they would call this work.  What we found was that reconciliation is not a term that they use in their daily work, or appear particularly comfortable in using to describe what it is that they do.  However, what was evident was that, whilst few people were willing or comfortable to use the term ‘reconciliation’ to describe their work, when explored in greater detail, they could identify aspects of what we would describe as reconciliation work, or they directly engaged in work aimed at developing reconciliatory behaviour. 

Of those directly engaged in self-described peacebuilding activities, the majority appeared more comfortable with terms such as ‘community relations’, ‘good relations’ or ‘community development’ to describe their work.  No interviewee advocated replacing these terms with reconciliation, although many seemed comfortable interchanging them.  This was despite the fact that many were not clear about what each meant or how they differed from each other.  A number of respondents felt the term ‘reconciliation’ had the potential to ‘frighten off’ those they wish to engage with.  As one respondent put it, they might be perceived as attempting to impose something ‘heavy’ on them.   Certainly concepts like ‘good relations’ were seen as easier to introduce to communities and it appeared that the interviewees had genuine concerns about pushing the boundaries too far and introducing terms like reconciliation.  Some felt council members might see ‘reconciliation’ as utopian or idealistic, or demand a process of coming together that they were not ready for.  We can only assume from this hesitancy that reconciliation, by inference, must imply a much deeper process, which some feel the communities they are working with are not ready for.
One Community Relations Officer was hesitant about using the term ‘reconciliation’, particularly with those with whom s/he would be encouraging to do some cross-community work with for the first time.  When asked about her use of the term ‘reconciliation’, s/he was by no means dismissive of the term, but was cautious, saying:

It is certainly relevant, but it is not one which I would use an awful lot.  I would use the term peacebuilding as a field of work.  I would prefer that, and feel more comfortable with it.  I think that reconciliation is more of a mindset thing, and it is more difficult for people to understand.  There are problems with it.  You would have to break it down for people you work with….I go through different cycles when I am thinking about terminology.  I am not sure that ‘Good Relations Officer’ wouldn’t be better …While community relations, in terms of terminology, is very hard to define, I think it is OK.  It gives you a bit of an umbrella that other things can fall under.  

For another respondent, someone who has been involved in facilitating dialogue across communities and sectors, they were also more comfortable describing their work as ‘peacebuilding’:

I like the term peacebuilding as it implies the creation of understanding between people coming from different backgrounds, traditions and cultures.  If other things come out of it, like trust and integrity, then that is great.  I am not too concerned about what word is being used because all words mean different things to different people.  It is about creating a space in which people can let do of the layers and go beyond the artificial boundaries that have been created.  It is about developing confidence.

6. People’s view of reconciliation was influenced by their ideological position

We did a loose textual analysis of the responses we got to the questions regarding people’s views on reconciliation (see Appendix One).   Perhaps not surprisingly it generated many phrases and words which are associated with the term.  The most commonly used words which came up a number of time during the discussions were:

· At peace with itself 

· Healing 

· Move forward 

· Relationships 

· Respect 

· Trust 
7. References to theology were quite common in discussions on reconciliation
A number of interviewees made direct references to theology when discussing reconciliation.  Unsurprisingly, this was most prevalent amongst clergy-people but also a number of the local Unionist politicians in particular considered reconciliation as having inherent biblical associations.  They expressed the view that reconciliation should be viewed through this particular lens.   For other interviewees the effect was the opposite.  Most commonly these respondents reacted in a negative or cynical way, dismissing the term as being theological and therefore not relevant to their work or practice.  That said, little reference was made to ‘forgiveness’, something which is often highlighted as an important element in theological literature in particular.  Certainly it did not feature highly in terms of it being a prerequisite to beginning a reconciliation process, even for those from a religious background.  If forgiveness was mentioned, it was viewed as a very personal issue, and not something which can be imposed or forced.  One interviewee, working with a victims group stated: 

I would not focus on the issue of forgiveness, as it is a very personal matter – and it certainly not something which I have been able to achieve.  Forgiveness in the head is easy—but not in the heart.   

8.  Few people made reference to themselves in reconciliation process

With a few exceptions, the interviewees tended to speak about reconciliation in the abstract and made no reference to any necessary changes required of themselves in pursuing a process of reconciliation.  In general, the respondents appeared not to be particularly self-reflective in this regard or they chose not to share this with the interviewers.  This suggests that reconciliation was, in the view of some respondents, something “the others” had to engage in and not themselves.  That said, one might assume that for some respondents their own initiation of, or participation in, cross-community activities sufficiently demonstrates their personal commitment to reconciliation and, therefore, they did not feel the need to talk about the term in a personal sense.

9.  Many viewed the term reconciliation is being ‘imported’ from other contexts.

Whilst we had hypothesised that a number of interviewees would view the term ‘reconciliation’ as being adopted from the South African context and the influence of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in particular, interestingly, it was the influence of the European Union which was much more of a reference point for respondents.  From their responses, it was clear that EU Peace and Reconciliation funding
 has heavily influenced and shaped perceptions and views of reconciliation.  Reconciliation as a concept, at least in some sense, is viewed through the prism of the EU programme, despite the fact that few were clear as to what the EU definition of reconciliation might be.  

A significant portion of those who were interviewed from the community and voluntary sector have been in receipt of funding from the EU PEACE programme and were very aware of the need to show a reconciliation outcome for funding purposes.  However, most felt that the EU funding bodies provided little direction in this.    This was confirmed by one respondent who, when asked, what is reconciliation? said:

It’s what you have to put down on a form to get the money.  It is funder-speak and it doesn’t mean much to people.  

In our interviews with locally elected representatives in particular, very quickly they made reference to the EU PEACE programme, indicating how directly they view the EU as being the main driver of a reconciliation agenda.  A number of these councillors are, or have been, members of the Local Strategy Partnership
 or its predecessor, which may have informed their responses significantly.  Only one councillor, and member of a Local Strategy Partnership, completely dismissed the notion of reconciliation, which he asserted was inappropriately imposed by the EU and was unsuitable for Northern Ireland at the present time.  He insisted that the role of the Partnership is to support economic and social development in his region – not about relationship building per se, which he views as being the agenda of reconciliation.  

One community development co-ordinator, in receipt of substantial PEACE II funding, spoke of these ‘hurdles’ which he felt they went through in order to secure the grants.  They run a computer programme in rural areas and in order to fulfil the reconciliation requirements they had to provide a number of ‘peace and reconciliation facilitated workshops with the community groups.’  He said:

For the PEACE II applications, the reconciliation bit really was a bit of an ‘add-on’.  There definitely does seem to be a certain level of artificialness about the way in which you have to present the project so that it fits the reconciliation criteria.  

What was clear was that, wherever the term originated, the majority of respondents did not feel it had special relevance to Northern Ireland and did not feel any particular localised ownership of the term. 

A definition of reconciliation

Having engaged in a general discussion about how the term reconciliation is perceived, we were interested in further exploring, both conceptually and practically, how people understood reconciliation.  As part of the research we decided to present interviewees with a definition of reconciliation applicable to societies in conflict or coming out of conflict.  This was done in order to provide a focus for discussion; to help identify the different and relevant elements of reconciliation; to give respondents an opportunity to debate different views on reconciliation, and to see if it was possible to develop a conceptual approach to reconciliation that was practically applicable to aspects of their work or experience.  

In developing our definition to present to interviewees we started by identifying what we felt were the main elements of reconciliation according to various texts and fleshed these out.  The result is the working definition presented below, which is, by its nature, incomplete.  We are comfortable with this imperfection, as we view it as a useful, possibly provocative, tool to stimulate further discussion, rather than a definitive statement which has to be defended.  

To develop our working definition of reconciliation we reviewed a range of existing definitions.  Whilst all definitions we explored were incredibly useful and informative, many were wordy, complex and often quite inaccessible to the lay person. Motivated by a desire to present a set of simple, yet comprehensive elements that made up reconciliation, we agreed to devise our own working definition of reconciliation applicable to societies in conflict or coming out of conflict.  

To this end, we set out to incorporate a composite of fundamentals identified from other available sources and texts.  In developing the definition we explored a number of definitions from the existing literature, including dictionaries, handbooks, academic journals and books by practitioners.  We acknowledge the specific contribution of a number of texts in that regard (see particularly ADM/CPA, 2000; Assefa 2001; Hamber, 2002; Hamber and van der Merwe, 1998; IDEA, 2003; Lederach, 1997; Porter, 2003; Rigby, 2001, and van der Merwe, 1999).  

In summary we see reconciliation as moving from the premise that relationships require attention to build peace.
  Reconciliation is the process of addressing conflictual and fractured relationships and this includes a range of different activities.  We see reconciliation as a voluntary act that cannot be imposed (IDEA, 2003).   

A reconciliation process generally involves five interwoven and related strands.  These are:

1. Developing a shared vision of an interdependent and fair society
The development of a vision of a shared future requiring the involvement of the whole society, at all levels. Although individuals may have different opinions or political beliefs, the articulation of a common vision of an interdependent, just, equitable, open and diverse society is a critical part of any reconciliation process.

2. Acknowledging and dealing with the past
Acknowledging the hurt, losses, truths and suffering of the past.  Providing the mechanisms for justice, healing, restitution or reparation, and restoration (including apologies if necessary and steps aimed at redress).  To build reconciliation, individuals and institutions need to acknowledge their own role in the conflicts of the past, accepting and learning from it in a constructive way so as to guarantee non-repetition.  

3. Building positive relationships
Relationship building or renewal following violent conflict addressing issues of trust, prejudice, intolerance in this process, resulting in accepting commonalities and differences, and embracing and engaging with those who are different to us.  

4. Significant cultural and attitudinal change
Changes in how people relate to, and their attitudes towards, one another.  The culture of suspicion, fear, mistrust and violence is broken down and opportunities and space opened up in which people can hear and be heard.  A culture of respect for human rights and human difference is developed creating a context where each citizen becomes an active participant in society and feels a sense of belonging. 

5. Substantial social, economic and political change
The social, economic and political structures which gave rise to the conflict and estrangement are identified, reconstructed or addressed, and transformed.  

In the interviews we presented the interviewees with a short version of the above definition (Figure 1. below) so as not to overwhelm them with too much detail.    That being said, it was with a certain level of apprehension which we presented the interviewees with the definition as we had no real way of knowing how they would react to it or if they could engage with it in a constructive way.  
Figure 1. Summary definition presented to interviewees

General reflections

Views on the definition were diverse, although, a range of common themes could be extracted.  These included:

1. The reaction to the definition was overwhelmingly positive and was very useful in bringing the discussion to a new level

Several respondents were surprised by the complexity of the definition proposed, as they admittedly had not thought the concept through in as much detail.  Many admitted that the definition was more complex than their initial thoughts on the subject.  The impression formed was that people saw reconciliation as a very abstract concept and were pleasantly surprised that it was broken down for them so they could see the possible steps. One councillor reflected: “It deals much more widely with it than I would have done…”   But also some suggested that the definition was anything other than a helpful ‘lens’ through which to consider reconciliation. 

2. Some interviewees questioned whether there were some earlier steps which had not been included before being in a position to tackle the issues proposed in our definition
One interviewee, for example, saw dealing with the anger as a necessary first step.  They commented:  “I think there’s a lot of anger that needs to be dealt with before we can move on.”  Another felt further confidence-building work with communities was necessary before any of the other elements could be seriously addressed.   Yet another felt there needed to be work done in getting people to simply recognise that reconciliation is important and that they need to, and have a responsibility to be, involved.  They noted:

The definition starts too far down the road: why would anyone want to address the past if they feel their community provides everything they need?  …  The pyramid of sectarianism shows us that we’re all involved.  But how do you convince me that I’m involved, that I need to be part of this?  So there’s an earlier stage of helping people to see this as a need – this is a responsibility.  
Components of the definition

When analysing the responses of the interviewees to the definition, we were interested in what they felt were its most significant or crucial aspects, as well as which parts they felt were controversial, unnecessary or overemphasised, if any.  We were also interested in which aspects they would prioritise over others and if it was possible to place then in any form or ranked order.  Needless to say, interviewees responses differed quite significantly in terms of what issues (if any) they would emphasise or prioritise over others.
When asked which pillars (if any) need to take precedent over others, a number of respondents suggested that they were all of equal importance and all inter-linked, i.e.  they would all have to happen at the same time, and given equal emphasis to build reconciliation.  As one LSP Manager commented:

I agree with the five main areas, but it depends on where you are looking at this from and who you are.  How you have been affected by the conflict will depend on the way you answer this.  If you are from a victims group you may be most interested in the justice aspects.  You can see that in Omagh, where some of the victims groups are stuck in a particular place and have focused on the justice issue.   The definition will have different resonances depending on who is looking at it.

Others found it difficult to give one preference over another and felt it was dependent on the individual or community concerned and their own personal experiences of the conflict.   That said the majority of respondents expressed opinions as to which aspects they would prioritise over others and the order in which these steps could be logically taken.  We did, however, find some regional differences between the case study areas.  This is discussed throughout the next section where we summarise the views about each section of the definition.

· Preamble 

Few respondents made much comment on the opening preamble to the definition.  However, of those that did, the statement was welcomed, particularly the IDEA (2003) assertion that reconciliation is a voluntary act, which cannot be imposed.  However, one interviewee did issue an interesting caveat.  

I totally agree with that…it cannot be imposed.  But certain things from a sustainability perspective have to be imposed… The emotional element can’t be imposed, but in terms of structure some hard decisions have to be made. 
· Developing a shared vision of an interdependent and fair society

In general terms, there was little emphasis placed on this aspect of the definition and few interviewees spent any time commenting, reflecting or contradicting the assertion.  However, there was some divergence between the case study areas.  Several respondents in Ballymena indicated that they felt there should be a major emphasis on developing a shared vision, something which did not feature highly in the interviews conducted in either Omagh and Armagh.  One possible explanation for this is that Armagh and Omagh are more mixed communities and there may be a greater sense of commonality—but given the evidence we can only speculate on this.

· Acknowledging and dealing with the past

Acknowledging and dealing with the past was the aspect of the definition which was given the most emphasis by the interviewees, by a large margin.   We had not predicted this.
  Not only was it viewed as requiring particular consideration, but many felt that it had to be the first step to be taken in any staged reconciliation process.  This was the case for councillors from all political parties and for the majority of those working within the community and voluntary sector.  One interviewee, from a victims group, emphasised that this was the most important issue for his members but suggested that the word ‘effectively’ be added to the statement. 

Again, respondents in Armagh and Omagh were more strident in their belief that dealing with the past was crucial than in Ballymena.  In Ballymena a number of respondents were particularly hesitant, suggesting that it should not be a priority at all.  One voluntary sector interviewee stated: 

We would tend not to deal with the past – it’s a new beginning.  To bring up the past can have an adverse effect.

Nonetheless, whilst, on the whole respondents viewed dealing with the past as a priority, few of our interviewees specified exactly what ‘dealing with the past’ would involve and were quite vague on the detail.  Some respondents made reference to judicial inquiries, whilst a number referred to simple acknowledgement of the past and storytelling.  As one voluntary sector worker noted:

Acknowledging and dealing with the past I see as an early stage as necessary.  But I don’t put big play on that being a big process.  I think it’s something like just storytelling…acknowledging what happened.  I don’t think it is a very workable or practical approach to get too much involved in trying to explain the past or get individuals who may have been involved in wrong-doing to admit what they did…Even it were achievable I don’t think it would be too helpful in helping people to move on.  

Surprisingly, given the focus on dealing with the past, there was little emphasis on the idea of a truth commission.  Few interviewees referred to it as a specific ‘tool’ in dealing with the past.   One interviewee stated

I wouldn’t be a big fan of truth commissions idea, because I think it tends to be divisive rather than conciliatory.  It may work for some people, but not for all.  It is not the panacea for reconciliation.  It may copper fasten some already divided views…We need to be taking forward reconciliation at all levels, including grass roots projects.  … I wouldn’t be against truth commission per se, but would only support it in the context of reconciliation generally.  We shouldn’t put all the eggs in one basket.

Another councillor stated:

There is no point in resurrecting things.  It won’t help at all.  I don’t believe in the idea of a truth commission.  Things should just be left to decay naturally.  We should let sleeping dogs lie.  

In general, the message was that whilst the majority of respondents definitely saw a value in dealing with the past, they do not know how to deal with the past effectively.  Some seemed to fear anything too structured or challenging.  Having said that, they seemed to be of the view that reconciliation had to be deeper than simply dealing with current relationships and include difficult processes such as addressing the past. 

· Building positive relationships

Most respondents made some reference to building positive relationships as being an important aspect of the definition, but it was the focus on little discussion in the interviews.  Perhaps they felt this was a self-evident point which did not need further extrapolation.   This aspect of the definition was given most attention by the interviewees in the Ballymena case study area.  Many prioritised the importance of building positive relationships above all else.  This may suggest that in this area the groups and councillors are still at the initial stages of building relationships and reaching out. 

· Significant cultural and attitudinal change

The responses given to this particular aspect of the definition were particularly interesting as they reflected a understanding of the term which was divergent to that what we had originally intended.   While some interviewees agreed that significant cultural and attitudinal change was an important element within a process of reconciliation, a number were uncertain about the meaning and implications of this concept.

When we were putting together the definition and suggesting the need for cultural and attitudinal change, we were proposing that changes were required in how people relate and their attitudes towards one another, i.e. in order to build reconciliation there is a need to break down cultures of suspicion, fear, mistrust and violence and build a culture of human rights, tolerance, respect, etc.  However, a number of interviewees perceived the statement as implying that people would have to change their own cultural traditions for reconciliation to take place.  This appeared to be particularly true of those from a Protestant tradition, who asserted the view that culture is intrinsic to communities and is not something which needs to be, or should be changed.  For example, a community development worker, working with rural Protestant groups noted: 

Protestant people have a real fear of losing their identity and want no part in changes in their culture.  They will not take part in any reconciliation initiatives which aim to make them lose part of their own identity.  

A Unionist councillor also questioned the need for such change: 

I don’t agree that we need significant cultural and attitudinal change.  It is very important that people hold on to their culture as they are very important for people.  

And, another interviewee commented:

People might find significant change threatening…they might think it’s getting rid of their culture.  If it could be stated as ‘cultural respect’ and could relate to an attitudinal change regarding difference then I would regard it as positive. 
Whilst most respondents referred to cultural and attitudinal change as being, necessarily, a slow process, only one interviewee did gave precedence to significant cultural and attitudinal change as a starting point for reconciliation.  

· Substantial social, economic and political change

The overwhelming implication which can be drawn from reaction to this final pillar is that the vast majority of respondents feel that, currently, there is a disproportionate emphasis being placed on the idea of social, economic and political change to the detriment of relationship building and addressing the legacy of the past.   One victims’ group worker said:

I would say that, at present, ‘acknowledging and dealing with the past’ and ‘building positive relationships’ are being overlooked and that there is a focus on this idea of ‘substantial social, economic and political change’.

Another did not see the value in social and economic change, noting:

Substantial social and economic change—I wouldn’t see that as essential.  I don’t immediately see why there is a need for economic change for reconciliation to take place.  People’s lives shouldn’t depend on what politicians do, but politicians do need to be involved in reconciliation.  They need to see that their political opponents aspirations need to be considered.

However, there were some dissenters to this view, both from the community and voluntary sector and from local councillors.  After dealing with the past, one councillor placed high priority on social and economic change:

On substantial political change - I think it is happening in Northern Ireland.  I do believe that social and economic change needs to have more focus on it.  A lot of Peace I funding was not sustainable because it didn’t have the economic basis.  There needs to be new thinking about how to support social and economic regeneration.  The Peace money has been very useful and positive things have come out of it on the ground.  But we need to build a real social economy which is sustainable.  I am not sure that everyone would agree but I do believe that jobs and reconciliation do dovetail in together and it is a way of going forward…I would put the economic change high up in reconciliation initiatives.  

Another interviewee from the community and voluntary sector felt that this pillar had to be prioritised.

I would prioritise political, social and economic change.  I think that if that happened then we can start to build positive relationships.  I don’t think reconciliation is really quite understood…I think everyone has their own interpretation of reconciliation. 
Conclusion
In summary, firstly, it would be fair to say that each of the respondents we interviewed felt they knew something about reconciliation, and viewed it as a goal to be aspired to.  The interviewees, for the most part, appeared to value the opportunity to think about what reconciliation really means to them and their communities.  Few had a clearly defined understanding of reconciliation.  As such, our research confirms Norman Porter’s (2003) assertion that
…it is probably true to say that a majority of Northern citizens declare themselves in favour of reconciliation.  The problem is that what is understood by it is often too vague or too weakly held to withstand the assaults of its detractors (p.25).  

This lack of conceptual clarity is not confined to those we interviewed.  It could be argued that it is symptomatic of the reconciliation or peacebuilding field generally.  A practical definition that is ascribed to all work in the peacebuilding field, and even from funders, is not shared across the board.   The purpose of this research was not to come up with a definition of reconciliation, but to explore how people are themselves working with the term and what resonances it has for them.  Our research suggest that although some see it as an imported term from the EU, they are positive about the concept and see it as relevant, if it was more clearly defined. 

Comparatively, for example, in the South African context, the reconciliation agenda has been criticised for overly focusing on relationships and ignoring the socio-economic context (van der Merwe, 1999, Hamber, 2002).    It appears that the opposite is true in relation to the conflict in Northern Ireland.  This suggests different emphases in priorities between the societies.  However, it also perhaps reinforces the finding that reconciliation is understood largely through the prism of the EU and the term reconciliation has become synonymous with the EU PEACE Programme, which currently has a strong socio-economic focus.  

In the final instance, we were encouraged by some of the findings of this research.  Reconciliation is a concept that individuals are attracted to, and interested in operationalising; for some it is part of their work, although few use the term to describe their work.  The weaknesses, however, lie in how it is being defined and operationalised—much work remains to be done in this area if the concept is going to become a practical, relevant and locally-owned component of the peacebuilding agenda.  
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Appendix One – Words and phrases associated with reconciliation

All of these words and phrases were used at least once by the interviewees:

	· Accepting what has happened

· Accepting diversity

· Acknowledging suffering

· At ease with each other

· At one with others

· Being comfortable

· Better understanding

· Beyond toleration

· Bland

· Bridge-building

· Building relationships

· Changed

· Come together

· Commitment

· Common interests

· Confidence

· Consensus

· Crossing the divide

· Differences

· Dignity

· Enemies become friends 


	· Ensure it does not happen again

· Explanations

· Forgiveness

· Partnerships

· Integration

· Less institutional separation

· Meeting 

· Mercy

· Painful

· Personal

· Putting division behind them

· Recognising a wrong

· Recognising each other

· Recognising the past

· Remorse

· Risk

· Step across boundaries

· The space between peace and truth

· Theological

· Working together

· Wrong done in the past






































































RECONCILIATION





Our working hypothesis is that reconciliation is a necessary process following conflict.  However, we believe it is a voluntary act and cannot be imposed.  


It involves five interwoven and related strands.


 


Developing a shared vision of an interdependent and fair society





Acknowledging and dealing with the past





Building positive relationships





Significant cultural and attitudinal change





Substantial social, economic and political change

















�( Gráinne Kelly (grainne@democraticdialogue.org) is a Research Officer at Democratic Dialogue and Brandon Hamber (mail@brandonhamber.com) is an independent consultant and Associate of Democratic Dialogue.


� Armagh council area has a population of approximately 54,000 of which 45% are Catholic and 47% Protestant.  The council itself has be described as a ‘hung council’ with eleven of the 22 seats spread between the two main unionist parties and eleven seats shared between the nationalist SDLP and republican Sinn Féin.  Omagh council area has a population of approximately 48,000, of which around 64% are Catholic and 30% are Protestant.   Currently, Sinn Féin is the largest party in the council, with eight seats while the SDLP are the second largest party with six seats.  The UUP hold three seats, whilst the DUP have two.  There are also two independent councillors.   Ballymena has a population of nearly 59,000 with 21% of the population Catholic, 76% are Protestant.   The largest party in the council is the DUP which holds eleven of the 24 seats in the council.  The second largest party is the UUP with seven seats, whilst the SDLP have four and there are two independents.  


� In 1998, Belfast City Council area was calculated as having had the highest rate of deaths with a rate of 4.13 per 1000 population (1352 deaths).  Armagh City and District Council had the second largest proportion of deaths at 2.48 per 1000 (129 deaths).  Of the 26 district council areas, Omagh came 17th, with a fatal incidents rate of 0.68 (41 deaths) and Ballymena at 0.41 (23 deaths).  Source: Fay, Morrissey & Smyth (1999). 


� We are indebted to Dr Gareth Higgins and Tony MacAulay who undertook the field research in Armagh and Ballymena respectively.  


� A project consultative committee was set up at the outset of the project to offer advice and assistance to the research team.  We are indebted to the support offered by Sue Williams, Dr. Dominic Bryan, Ruth Moore and Libby Keys.  


� The EU Programme for Peace and Reconciliation (the second round of such funding is known as PEACE II) is a unique EU funded programme for all of Northern Ireland and the Border Regions of Ireland (Cavan, Donegal, Leitrim, Louth, Monaghan and Sligo). Its main aim is to promote reconciliation and help to build a more peaceful and stable society as part of the ongoing peace process.  Over €704 million was available under the Programme between 2000 to 2004. See http://www.seupb.org for more details.


� Local Strategy Partnerships (previously known as Local District Partnerships) were set up in each council area, primarily to administer a number of funding measures of the EU PEACE programme at local level.  Membership is drawn equally from local government and statutory agencies and the four pillars of the social partners (trade unions, community and voluntary sector, private sector and farming and rural development).


� We have outlined our working definition in some detail in other works.  See for example Hamber and Kelly (2004).


� The debate about dealing with the past is a volatile one in Northern Ireland.  We had thought that many would read this strand as only being about a truth commission specifically, something which many oppose.
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