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diagRaM 2: KEy TERMinology: usEs and EvoluTion

REConCiliaTion

Concept has long existed in religious 
and philosophical thought. It emerged 
in relation to past rights human 
violations in late 1980s/early 1990s 
in Latin America. Use of the term 
spread further due to South 
African Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission (1997-2002) and 
International IDEA’s Handbook 
on Reconciliation (2003). So 
many different understandings 
of the term now exist that 
it is best understood as an 
umbrella concept, to be 
clarified in context

Transitional justice (TJ) is the full 
range of processes and mechanisms 

associated with a society’s attempt to 
come to terms with a legacy of large-scale 

past abuses, in order to ensure accountability, 
serve justice and achieve reconciliation (UN definition)

• Focuses attention on need to  
(re)build trust and relationships 

• Often resonates with context-specific 
norms and community-based 
practices for rehabilitating offenders 
through engagement with victims and 
community at large

• Recognises that coming to terms with past 
violence occurs at different levels (society, 
institutional, community, interpersonal, 
individual) and involves cultural, attitudinal 
and institutional change

• Often linked to healing, repair of harm done 
and restorative justice

• Focuses attention on accountability 
and acknowledgement of human 
rights violations 

• Frames past wrongs in terms of 
international law, notably states’  
human rights obligations and victims’ 
rights to redress

• Offers broad range of approaches to address 
past violations with examples from multiple 
contexts and practical guidance materials 

• Adjustments over time in policy and practice 
allow for greater attention to socio-economic 
concerns, institutional reforms, and non-
judicial customary processes

• Often perceived as ‘soft approach’ that glosses over 
abuses due to association with forgiveness and healing 
and/or use in combination with amnesty. Use of term 
by elites stressing need to ‘move on’ and ‘look forward’ 
feeds into connotation of ‘forgive and forget’

• Focus on relationships risks overlooking structural and 
cultural roots of conflict and power dynamics

• Some resist concept’s religious connotations; some 
perceive it as excuse for inaction and impunity; some 
object to suggestion of rebuilding relationships that 
were problematic in conflict settings

• The concept’s nebulous and malleable nature 
means that it can mean everything and nothing

• Often narrow focus on accountability of offenders, 
highlighting tension between (retributive) justice  
and peace

• Stresses state-centred legalistic approaches to 
‘symptoms’ (rights violations), neglecting underlying 
causes (e.g. structural violence) 

• Often experienced as externally driven and  
template-oriented, with little attention for context 
and community-based processes

• Can approach conflict’s messy reality in binary terms  
    (victims/perpetrators), overlooking complexity  
        and aspects of justice that complement  
             peacebuilding (e.g. social justice) 

Often used in policy documents on DwP and TJ, as a key 
objective. Also used by various think tanks and (inter)national 
NGOs to denote programmatic initiatives and research projects

Dominant in international policy circles, notably UN, EU, African 
Union, some bilateral donors. Term of choice for several (I)NGOs in 
this domain, prominent human rights INGOs, and academic circles

Concept emerged with reference to transitions from 
authoritarian rule in Latin America and Eastern 
Europe in late 1980s/early 1990s. Initially framed 
as ‘justice in transition’ and referred to legal 
responses by newly democratic regimes to 
rights abuses by repressive predecessors. 
Application and understanding of concept 
have expanded over time: it now 
comprises both judicial and non-judicial 
mechanisms and processes and is 
also applied to conflict-affected 
contexts. Increasingly considered 
in democratic, non-conflict 
contexts (e.g. TRC in Canada) 

dEaling WiTH THE PasT 

Dealing with the past (DwP)  
is a holistic approach to addressing 

a legacy of human rights abuses by 
undertaking efforts in four areas – the right to 

know, the right to justice, the right to reparation 
and the guarantee of non-recurrence – as part of a 

long-term process that seeks to establish a culture of 
accountability, the rule of law and reconciliation

    Transformative justice (TfJ)  
 stresses local agency and resources; 

prioritises process and multiple perspectives; 
addresses continuities between a violent past  

and the present and future; and challenges unequal, 
intersecting power relationships and structures of 

exclusion at various levels (Gready and Robins 2019)

Concept emerged in late 2000s /early 2010s 
as alternative to ‘transitional justice’, given 
its limitations. A conceptual framework 
for DwP based on the four UN impunity 
principles, developed by Swiss Federal 
Department of Foreign Affairs and 
NGO swisspeace (2013), gave 
it currency. A 2016 update by 
swisspeace highlighted its 
transformative dimension

In 2006, then UN High Commissioner for 
Human Rights Louise Arbour called for 
TJ to become more transformative by 
addressing violations of social and 
economic rights, noting that this 
would help to prevent conflict. 
Others took up this call; 2014 
publications by academics 
Gready and Robins gave the  
TfJ-notion further impetus 

• Highlights DwP as a long-term  
process that includes different 
mechanisms and actors with  
various perceptions of the past  
and diverse visions for the future 

• Stresses importance of building democratic 
norms of tolerance and power-sharing, and 
transforming victims and perpetrators into 
citizens taking part in new social contract

• Aims to move away from earlier narrow framings 
of ‘peace vs justice’ dichotomy by linking 
international law with conflict transformation, 
and rule of law with reconciliation

• Highlights prevention through ‘guarantee of  
non-recurrence’

• Shifts focus from the legal to social 
and political domain and from the 
state and institutions to communities 
and everyday concerns, prioritising 
engagement with people’s welfare

• Foregrounds need to address structural 
violence and unequal social relations rather 
than specific acts of violence, so as to prevent 
future conflict

• Emphasises context specificity, local understandings 
of rights and participation by affected populations

• Recognises that patterns of violence and  
conflict are reshaped during political transition 
(not ended), underlining the need to tackle  
ongoing and new forms of violence

• The centrality of the impunity principles can appear 
to put accountability at the heart of DwP 

• Term leads some to perceive it as having narrow 
retrospective focus with limited concern with broader 
processes of change to create a better future

• Explicit reference to victims and perpetrators fails  
to recognise complexity and blurred boundaries  
of these categories and others complicit in or 
benefiting from violence. Also fails to recognise 
that not all on state territory may be formal citizens

• Concept often used interchangeably with TJ,  
hence often subject to TJ-related critique

• Concept is perceived as being vague and broad,  
very aspirational and difficult to operationalise

• Prioritising process over outcomes fails to 
recognise that participatory processes are not 
transformative per se and may reinforce exclusion 

• Ambitious nature of concept may raise 
expectations that cannot be met and that may 
overwhelm already stretched TJ mechanisms

• Concept is hard to grasp without prior 
knowledge of debates in field and critical 
perspectives on mainstream TJ

Increasingly used by some bilateral donors and multi-lateral 
institutions and various (I)NGOs. The term has gained  
traction as an alternative to TJ, e.g. in EU context

To date mostly used in academic circles, informing 
(applied) research and academic publications

Multiple definitions  
of reconciliation exist.  
Consistent is an emphasis  
on (re)building and/or  
transforming relationships  
damaged by violent conflict or 
oppression, horizontally and vertically

TRansiTional JusTiCE TRansfoRMaTivE JusTiCE

 diagram 2 illustrates the evolution of key concepts in relation to addressing a legacy of violence or oppression, as well as their complementary, interdependent, and partially overlapping nature. The spiral shape reflects that these terms are inextricably linked and 
that new terms emerged partially in response to concepts that came before. The loops signify how each concept’s strengths and limitations become more evident with use – feeding into the emergence of a new concept (forward arrows). Yet the direction of influence 
goes both ways: concepts that emerged later also influence the interpretation of concepts that emerged earlier and that continue to evolve and change in the way they are used (backward arrows). Of course, a diagram like this is a simplification of a complex and 
ever-changing reality; the evolution depicted here is not a straightforward chronological progression. For more on the use of terminology, and examples from practice, see the briefing paper Reconciliation in Focus: Approaching Reconciliation in Peacebuilding Practice. 


