Reconciliation: external

realltles, internal truths
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AT a time when the con-
cept of reconciliation is
increasingly being used for
conflict resolution in both
international and national
contexts, let us examine
the subject from global as
well as individual polari-
ties. There is also a need to
recognize the damage
which a non-viclent dimen-
sion can inflict on human
relations.

An unassuming, dedicated
group of individuals ably led by
Dr Meenakshi Gopinath at the
Foundation for  Universal
Responsibility in New Delhi
known as WISCOMP (Women in
Security, Conflict Management
and Peace) organized a three-day
symposium in March 2005 that
brought together a wide range of
perspectives from South Asia and
Europe on this subject.

for the psyche and the spirit as
violence can be harmful to the
human body. This dark side of
non-violence applies to inter-per-
sonal relationships, in the way,
for instance, by which some par-
ents may bring up their children,
ostensibly smothering them with
love but actually suffocating
them with their own preferences
and patterns of thought and
behaviour. The dark side of non-
violence can also apply to other
levels of human relationships: bet-
ween husband and wife, among
relatives, and on a larger scale,
among communities, races, reli-
gions, sects, castes and classes.
Attempting reconciliation
between deeply embedded,
polarized extremes of percep-
tions and sentiments that have
carefully and insidiously avoided
viclence but have maintained
schisms may be far more difficult
than attempting reconciliation
after a violent conflict. Setting
out to map reconciliation, we
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tion. We have to venture into
unknown and as yet undiscov-
ered territories of the mind and
the spirit. Faith in religion, wor-
ship, practice of yoga, the obser-
vance dietary abstinence, the use
of counselling, the resort to vari-
ous support systems are meant to
help stabilize a person’s inner
reality or the hazards of a journey
into the unknown. But often, all
these are not adeguate or wide-
spread enough to deal with the
consequences of the non-violent
context of conflict. For this non-
violence does not bring outright
destruction. Instead, there is a
steady erosion, a gradual decon-
struction, a diminution of the
capacity for happiness. Every
human life begins with so much
joy and innocence and pleasure
and ends with so much pain,
decay, guilt and disquiet.

When individuals interact with
each other, in the community,
with the state, with a political sys-
tem, there can be co-existence

Exchanges at this event
illustrated the fact that
while South Africa post-
1990 under Nelson
Mandela made “reconcilia-
tion” a part of the contem-
porary lexicon, there
remains vast scope for new
research and sustained
reflection in this direction.

We need to explore rec-
onciliation with a look at
the world’s map from three
perspectives. The first is

Attempting

reconciliation
between deeply embedded,
polarized extremes of per-
ceptions and sentiments, that
have carefully and insidious-
ly avoided violence but have
maintained schisms, may be

without reconciliation, pas-
sive hostility without even
Ppassive acceptance.
Adversarial parallels
exist in abundance. States
may reconcile with each
other such as in the pres-
ent peace process between
Pakistan and India but
there are non-state actors
within each state that
remain unreconciled and
which receive notable lev-
els of popular support.

that 6.2 billion people on far more difficult than mtemalunitsof astate can
the planet today share an . sge remain unreconciled to the
unprecedented collective at temptl n g reconci 1 1ation state itself as in the case of
consciousness that is after a ViOl ent conflict. the Maoists in Nepal, the

instant and simultaneous,
which is conflictual as well
as consensual. There is
some exaggeration on the
inclusion of every human
being in this shared collec-
tive consciousness. Even
today mass media and
telecommunication

which are the instruments that |

shape this collective simultaneity
— are not fully accessible to
about half the planet’s popula-
tion. But never before in human
history have as many as over
three billion people been in
immediate, daily awareness of
each other. For the first time,
they have the means to be able to
switch into this shared world con-
sciousness ~ through media,
telecommunication, mass travel,
commerce and contemporary cul-
ture.,

Setting out to map reconcili-
ation, we have to begin with
the individual human being
and not with groups.

Naxalites in India, the
Tamils in Sri Lanka, and to
a  fortunately lesser
degree, the tribal dissi-
dents in Balochistan in
Pakistan. States may be
equalized within a single
institution. such as the
United Natons General

have to begin with the mdividual Hgs-tlllﬁry and yor remanraiver—

human being and not with
groups. Each individual begins
with an inheritance that is also
unchangeable.

A person’s DNA, genes, race,
parents, family, the given name,
clan, religion, sect, gender and
caste with which he has come into
this world mean that he is imme-
diately trapped at birth itself,
locked into a time warp from
which few ever escape. Our birth
determines a great deal of what
we are, what we do, what we

gent in terms of power and
might, within the veto-based UN
Security Council. An overwhelm-
ingly large number of human
beings on the planet today
remain unequalized as dispari-
ties of wealth grow greater,
rather than decrease.
Democracy appears to drive
reconciliation. Yet political par-
ties and the practices and proce-
dures of democratic institutions
such as the principle of ‘the
“ma]onty 1s nght” and thatu



The second perspective is that
there is an unrivalled concentra-
tion of technological, military and
economic power in a single state

that seeks to dominate the globe

by promoting the free market,
and the new mass cult which
believes that: “big is better” and
“more is best” because “small”
and “less” are no longer beauti-
ful. This hegemonic dominance
by one strong state and ethos
repels as well as seduces; it
becomes a determinant of the
way world affairs evolve.

The third perspective is the
unchecked devastation of our
ecology. This is taking place
through climatic change, loss of
biodiversity, contamination of
water, air and land. Consumption
for its own sake, over and above
the need to fulfill basic require-
ments has become the core value
of life, instead of conservation.
There is a grave imbalance
between our desire for develop-
ment and our disregard for
nature. As we pursue growth and
consumerism, eight million peo-
ple die every year because of
abject poverty. But ironically in
a world so external and pervasive
as the one defined by those three
perspectives, we need to begin a
search for reconciliation from
within each person.

Let us also, in this instance
only, depart from the violent and
post-violent context of reconcilia-
tion which is the principal frame-
work in which reconciliation is
generally attempted. Violence is
brutal, it is anti-human, it is anti-
nature. Yet, it is perversely easy
to measure: most of the results of
violence are visible and obvious.

But there is a dark side of con-
flicts that is created and bred
without using violence. This dark
side of non-violence can be sub-
versive and suppressive, in a sub-
tle as well as a crude manner but
can be in many ways as painful
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become. In most of the above fea-

tures_an individual cimply has no—chi

choice. A whole life is spent as a
struggle to overcome our genesis.

To say this is not to devalue the
importance of upbringing and the
choices that each individual is, in
theory, able to make. Nor is it to
deny the responsibility that each
person bears for his own conduct,
particularly after attaining adult-
hood. Indeed, when we note the
startling contrasts that can exist
between parent and child, bet-
ween siblings of the same blood
and lineage, we are in awe of
human capacity to transcend
inherited traits.

As an individual grows from
birth to adulthood, multiple lev-
els of internal realities develop.
Each person contains within his
own mind and soul a vast unseen
ocean, with unforeseen, unchart-
ed depths. Life comprises a
perennial search for internal rec-
onciliation between the several
levels of this internal reality.
There can be harmony or conflict
between the sense of self and of
selflessness, childhood and adult-
hood, old convictions and new
doubts, ambition and actual abili-
ty, inherited identity and
acquired personality, dreams and
re lq'hthe physical and the spiri-

e existence of this inner,
turbulent realm does not neces-
sarily connote sickness, requiring
psychiatric treatment or psycho-
logical cure. Even normal, visibly
well-adjusted persons carry on
living with an internal world
which is often unsettled.

The combination of inheritance
and of internal imperatives
becomes a highly combustive
mixture. To reduce the volatility
that threatens stability, individu-
als resort to habitual thinking and
repetitive patterns of action. This
helps them deal with the insecu-
rity syndrome.

Reconciliation requires innova-
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“numbers rule makes partisan-
mmy,d;a
brew that kills any attempt to rec-
oncile. Perhaps this is because
the technology of democracy
even in the 21st century and even
in societies with strong electoral
systems and practices remains
primitive and rudimentary, com-
pared to the technology we have
developed in computers and
telecommunications.

There is a need for citizens to
take more active responsibility
for the conduct of reconciliation
and not parrot the popular media-
driven myth that portrays politi-
cal leaders as villains and
scoundrels. The distance between
civil society organizations and
political society, particularly in
South Asia, is most disquieting.

‘People possess remarkable-
resilience. They have an almost
infinite capacity to survive
tragedies, traumas and tsunamis,
Individuals have the capacity to
conduct their own spontaneous
reconciliation. ]

If internal reconciliation within
the mind and the spirit of each
individual is the pivot on which
reconciliation on a large canvas is
to be conducted, when does rec-
onciliation become apathy, com-

“.W@gﬁqeme for the
““sake of bringing visible tensions

and divisions to an end? Or can
the search for internal personal
reconciliation become dangerous-
ly destabilizing? As we know,
searching self-criticism is the sin-
gle most difficult process to con-
duct. Equally, this kind of no-
holds-barred scrutiny of one’s
own persona is the irreducible
and inescapable starting point of
reconciliation with the other per-
son, group or country.

The writer is honorary chairman,
International Institute for Peace &
Conflict Resolution, and a former
minister



