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Reconciliation: Understanding Public Attitudes

Introduction to Attitudes toward Reconciliation

Attitudes toward reconciliation represent the complex psychological orientations held by individuals
and groups regarding the process of restoring peaceful relations and coexistence following periods
of intense conflict, violence, or systemic injustice. This concept is central to social and political
psychology, particularly in post-conflict settings where societies must navigate the painful transition
from hostility to normalization. Reconciliation is not merely the cessation of violence; rather, it is a
deeply relational and psychological process involving mutual recognition, acknowledgment of past
harms, and the development of shared future goals. Attitudes, in this context, serve as critical
predictors of behavioral intentions, determining whether individuals support transitional justice
mechanisms, endorse intergroup contact, or actively resist efforts to bridge historical divides.
Understanding these attitudes requires examining their cognitive, affective, and behavioral
components, recognizing that they are dynamic constructs heavily influenced by historical context,
political leadership, and perceived security.

The study of reconciliation attitudes moves beyond simple measures of peace desire, delving into
the willingness of victims and perpetrators (or their respective descendants) to engage in
processes that may require forgiveness, compromise, and the relinquishing of exclusive historical
narratives. These attitudes are often characterized by significant asymmetry, as the psychological
needs and priorities of former adversary groups frequently diverge. For the victimized group,
reconciliation attitudes are often contingent upon tangible assurances of justice, accountability for
past atrocities, and guarantees of non-repetition. Conversely, the perpetrating group may prioritize
stability, minimizing collective guilt, and achieving social acceptance without extensive self-critique.
This divergence creates inherent tension in the reconciliation process, making the measurement
and modification of attitudes a crucial area of research for peacebuilding initiatives.

Furthermore, attitudes toward reconciliation are profoundly shaped by the perception of threat and
vulnerability. In environments where security is uncertain or where political rhetoric continues to
emphasize historical grievances, individuals tend to retreat into defensive, in-group protective
attitudes, viewing reconciliation efforts as a potential weakness or a betrayal of group loyalty.
These attitudes are often rigidified by social identity processes, where maintaining a clear, positive
distinction between the in-group and the out-group becomes paramount for self-esteem. Therefore,
effective reconciliation efforts must address not only the formal political structures but also the
deep-seated psychological mechanisms that maintain intergroup boundaries, transforming
attitudes from those rooted in fear and resentment to those founded upon mutual respect and
shared humanity.

The Psychological Dimensions of Reconciliation

Reconciliation attitudes are multidimensional, encompassing several key psychological
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components that operate simultaneously. One primary dimension is the affective component,
which involves feelings such as empathy, trust, and hostility directed toward the former adversary
group. A positive affective attitude toward reconciliation typically involves a reduction in negative
emotional responses, such as anger and resentment, and an increase in feelings of shared fate or
commonality. Empathy, specifically, plays a pivotal role; the ability to perspective-take and
understand the suffering of the out-group is a powerful catalyst for shifting attitudes away from
retribution and toward constructive engagement. Conversely, the persistence of strong negative
affect, often fueled by grief or traumatic memory, acts as a significant impediment, making it
difficult for individuals to envision or support cooperative futures.

The cognitive dimension centers on beliefs, perceptions, and attributions regarding the conflict and
the adversary. This includes beliefs about the causes of the conflict, the intentionality of the harm
inflicted, and the trustworthiness of the out-group's current intentions. For reconciliation attitudes to
solidify, there must be a cognitive shift away from viewing the out-group as fundamentally
malevolent or homogeneous toward a recognition of their heterogeneity and capacity for change.
Crucially, this dimension involves the acceptance of shared responsibility or, at minimum, an
acknowledgment of the complexity of historical events, moving beyond simplistic narratives of
absolute good versus absolute evil. Where groups maintain rigid, closed cognitive frameworks that
attribute all blame externally, reconciliation attitudes remain weak and conditional.

Finally, the behavioral dimension of reconciliation attitudes relates to the expressed willingness to
engage in actions that support peacebuilding, cooperation, and coexistence. This includes support
for institutional measures like truth commissions or reparations, as well as personal willingness to
engage in intergroup contact, collaborate on shared civic projects, or participate in cross-
community dialogues. It is this behavioral readiness that ultimately translates internal psychological
shifts into tangible social change. A person may hold a cognitive belief that peace is desirable, but
if they lack the behavioral intention to interact with the former adversary, the attitude toward
reconciliation remains largely inert. Strong, positive reconciliation attitudes are characterized by a
consistent alignment across all three dimensions: reduced hostility (affect), recognition of
complexity (cognition), and proactive engagement (behavior).

Key Determinants of Pro-Reconciliation Attitudes

Attitudes favoring reconciliation are not spontaneous but are actively shaped by a confluence of
psychological, social, and political factors. One of the most critical determinants is the perception of
justice and fairness regarding the settlement of the conflict. For victims, the belief that past harms
have been adequately addressed--whether through formal legal mechanisms (e.g., trials),
restorative justice processes, or symbolic reparations--is foundational. When justice is perceived
as incomplete, selective, or nonexistent, attitudes toward reconciliation often sour, replaced by
feelings of resentment and a desire for ongoing redress. The perceived legitimacy of the post-
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conflict institutions responsible for ensuring accountability is therefore paramount in fostering
positive attitudes.

Security and stability also serve as fundamental preconditions for positive reconciliation attitudes.
When individuals feel physically and economically secure, they are more willing to risk vulnerable
psychological positions, such as extending trust to an adversary. Conversely, if the threat of
renewed conflict looms large, or if socio-economic disparities between groups are stark and
persistent, attitudes tend to remain highly defensive and suspicious. Political leaders play a vital
role in establishing this sense of security by consistently signaling commitment to peace and
actively discouraging extremist rhetoric. The perception that the political environment is stable
allows individuals to prioritize future cooperation over past grievances.

Furthermore, the nature and quality of intergroup contact significantly determine reconciliation
attitudes, aligning closely with the principles of the Contact Hypothesis. When contact is structured
to be equal status, cooperative, and supported by institutional norms, it can effectively reduce
prejudice and foster positive attitudes. Successful contact facilitates the personalization of the out-
group, challenging harmful stereotypes and promoting empathy. However, it is essential that
contact be meaningful; superficial or negative interactions can reinforce existing biases. In many
post-conflict societies, structured dialogue and cooperative projects focused on superordinate
goals--goals that require mutual effort and benefit both groups--are powerful tools for cultivating
genuinely positive attitudes toward future coexistence.

Cognitive and Emotional Barriers to Reconciliation

Despite the inherent societal desire for peace, numerous psychological barriers impede the
formation of positive reconciliation attitudes, often rooted deeply in the mechanisms of group
identity defense. One pervasive cognitive barrier is the maintenance of rigid victimhood
narratives. Groups that define their identity primarily through their suffering often find reconciliation
threatening because it implies moving past the very identity that binds them together.
Acknowledging the suffering of the adversary or accepting shared blame can be perceived as an
internal betrayal or a diminution of their own group's moral standing, leading to strong resistance
against reconciliation initiatives.

Another significant emotional impediment is the concept of dehumanization, which allows
individuals to justify past violence and maintain emotional distance from the suffering of the out-
group. While overt dehumanization may decrease after conflict, residual negative stereotypes and
attributions of innate moral deficiency persist, making it difficult to extend trust or empathy. If the
adversary is still viewed as inherently untrustworthy or morally bankrupt, reconciliation is seen as
impossible or foolish. This barrier is often reinforced by political and media narratives that
selectively highlight the negative actions of the out-group while obscuring their humanity or internal
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diversity.

The fear of exploitation and symbolic betrayal also acts as a potent barrier. For groups who
have historically held power, reconciliation may be feared as a loss of status or privilege, leading to
resistance against measures designed to promote equality or redistribute resources. For victimized
groups, the fear often centers on the perception that reconciliation demands premature forgiveness
or forgetting without genuine accountability, potentially setting the stage for future oppression.
These fears are often rational responses to uncertain political realities, and they manifest as
strong, negative attitudes toward any measure perceived as prematurely closing the book on the
conflict without adequate guarantees for the future. Overcoming these barriers requires sustained
efforts to build mutual psychological safety and demonstrate the genuine commitment of all parties
to equity and non-violence.

The Role of Collective Memory and ldentity

Collective memory serves as a foundational determinant of attitudes toward reconciliation, as
groups construct shared historical narratives that define their identity, justify their actions, and
frame their relationship with former adversaries. These narratives are not static historical records
but are dynamic, socially constructed interpretations of the past, often emphasizing martyrdom,
heroism, and the exclusive suffering of the in-group. Attitudes toward reconciliation are profoundly
influenced by the extent to which these dominant memory frameworks are rigid or flexible. When
collective memory is highly polarized and non-negotiable, reconciliation efforts that require
acknowledging alternative historical viewpoints are met with intense resistance, as they threaten
the core moral identity of the group.

Educational systems and cultural institutions are primary vehicles for the transmission and
maintenance of these collective memories, shaping the attitudes of younger generations long after
the conflict has ended. Curricula that promote exclusive victimhood or demonize the out-group
solidify negative intergroup attitudes, making future reconciliation more difficult. Conversely,
educational reforms that encourage critical historical thinking, acknowledge the complexity of
events, and incorporate multiple perspectives can foster more nuanced and positive attitudes
toward coexistence. The challenge lies in introducing these competing narratives without being
perceived by powerful segments of society as undermining national identity or dishonoring the
sacrifices of the past.

Furthermore, social identity theory underscores that attitudes toward reconciliation are often
intertwined with the perceived status and vitality of the in-group. If reconciliation is framed as a
process that enhances the group's future prospects, security, and international standing, attitudes
are likely to be positive. However, if reconciliation is perceived as demanding the sacrifice of
unique cultural markers or historical claims, it can trigger strong identity defense mechanisms,
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leading to negative attitudes. Therefore, successful reconciliation processes must skillfully manage
the tension between preserving unique group identities and fostering a superordinate identity that
encompasses all groups within the society, demonstrating that cooperation strengthens, rather
than diminishes, individual group vitality.

Measurement and Typologies of Reconciliation Attitudes

The rigorous measurement of attitudes toward reconciliation is crucial for assessing the
effectiveness of peacebuilding interventions and predicting societal stability. Measurement
instruments typically assess the three core dimensions: cognitive beliefs, emotional responses,
and behavioral intentions. Standard scales often utilize Likert-type formats to gauge levels of
agreement with statements concerning trust, forgiveness, willingness to engage in intergroup
contact, and support for transitional justice mechanisms. Specific constructs frequently measured
include willingness to forgive, which assesses the reduction in desires for revenge; trust in the
out-group, measuring the belief in the adversary's future peaceful intent; and desire for
coexistence, which reflects general support for shared civic life.

Researchers have developed typologies to categorize individuals based on their configuration of
reconciliation attitudes, recognizing that attitudes are rarely uniformly positive or negative. These
typologies help explain the heterogeneity of responses within a population exposed to the same
peacebuilding efforts. Common typologies distinguish between:

Reconcilers: Individuals who exhibit high levels of trust, empathy, and behavioral willingness to
cooperate, often characterized by flexible cognitive schemas regarding the past.

Hardliners/Rejectionists: Individuals holding consistently negative attitudes, defined by high
levels of distrust, persistent anger, and strong resistance to intergroup contact or shared
narratives, prioritizing retribution or segregation.

Ambivalents/Conditionals: Individuals who express a desire for peace but whose positive
attitudes are highly conditional, dependent upon external factors such as guaranteed security or
specific acts of apology or reparation from the adversary. Their attitudes often fluctuate based on
political events.

Understanding these typologies is vital for targeted interventions. For example, programs aimed at
Hardliners might focus on challenging rigid cognitive biases and reducing perceived threat,
whereas programs targeting Ambivalents might focus on building institutional trust and
demonstrating the tangible benefits of cooperation. Accurate measurement also involves
distinguishing between symbolic reconciliation (e.g., support for official apologies) and substantive
reconciliation (e.g., willingness to share resources or live side-by-side), as individuals often
express positive attitudes toward abstract peace while resisting concrete, behavioral steps that
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require personal sacrifice or vulnerability.

Promoting Positive Reconciliation Attitudes

Promoting positive attitudes toward reconciliation requires comprehensive, multi-level interventions
that address psychological, social, and structural barriers simultaneously. One of the most effective
psychological strategies involves fostering empathy and perspective-taking. Interventions such
as shared narrative workshops, where individuals from opposing groups hear firsthand accounts of
the conflict's impact on the other side, can break down dehumanization and cultivate mutual
understanding. These processes must be carefully facilitated to ensure psychological safety and
prevent the re-traumatization of participants, focusing on shared human experience rather than
political blame.

Structurally, the establishment of credible and fair transitional justice mechanisms is
indispensable. Whether through Truth and Reconciliation Commissions or restorative justice
initiatives, the public acknowledgment of past harms validates the experiences of victims and
provides a necessary foundation for trust. When perpetrators participate in accountability
processes, even symbolic ones, it signals a commitment to future non-violence, which can
significantly shift the affective and cognitive attitudes of the victimized group toward greater
openness. Justice, or the perception thereof, serves as the critical bridge between past suffering
and future cooperation.

Finally, sustained efforts must be made to institutionalize positive intergroup contact and
cooperation through superordinate goal attainment. This involves creating opportunities for
former adversaries to work together on projects that benefit the entire community, such as
economic development, environmental protection, or public health initiatives. Working toward
shared goals transforms the intergroup relationship from one of competition and hostility to one of
interdependence and collaboration, gradually embedding positive attitudes into the social fabric. By
consistently demonstrating the tangible, positive outcomes of cooperation, these interventions help
shift the core attitude toward reconciliation from a perceived threat to a practical necessity for
collective flourishing.
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