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FORGIVENESS IS NOT THE MAGIC ROAD TO PEACE

GERALD M. STEINBERG

The recent conference hosted by PRIO (the International Peace Research) in Oslo, focusing on religion 
and conflict, included discussion on forgiveness and reconciliation.  The apparent success of the Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission in preventing revenge attacks after South Africa’s apartheid regime is 
often used as an example.   

But this approach, based on Christian theology, has many limitations when applied to Northern Ireland, 
Sri Lanka, the Balkans and the Arab-Israeli conflict.  In South Africa, the Church, including Bishop 
Desmond Tutu, was very involved in forgiveness, and there was also a clear agreement on that the 
White apartheid regime was responsible for injustice.  The Black majority, under the leadership of 
Nelson Mandela, acted generously in agreeing to accept the apologies of many of those involved in the 
violence and other immoral acts.  On this basis, forgiveness and reconciliation were integral to making 
peace.

But there are few if any similar situations in the world where there is agreement on historical justice 
and responsibility for terrorism and mass murder.  In the Israeli-Arab conflict that has been continuing 
for over 75 years, both sides claim that they are the victims of injustice.  Israelis blame the Arabs for 
rejecting the 1947 UN Partition Resolution, beginning the violence and continuing to reject any direct 
peace negotiations (at least until Sadat’s visit in 1978, following devastating wars that almost destroyed 
Egypt).  The Arabs blame Israel for the refugee situation, and after the 1967 war, for occupation.  Both 
sides demand justice and blame the other.  In this situation, an effort to decide the "truth" in terms of 
responsibility for the decades of warfare and terrorism will lead to increased conflict.  The same is true 
in Northern Ireland, Cyprus, Sri Lanka, the Balkans, and elsewhere.  

These issues and their complexities have been explored by Solomon Schimmel, in the book "Wounds 
Not Healed by Time", and by Simon Wiesenthal in "The Sunflower", which examines the question of 
forgiveness following the unimaginable brutality of the Nazi Holocaust.  Wiesenthal explores the 
interaction between Christians involved in this mass murder, who seek forgiveness, and the Jewish 
survivors who will not and cannot grant this request.  

These and other authors ask who has the moral right to allow murderers and terrorists to go free 
without punishment?  The victims are dead – are the families able to forgive the killers of children 
blown up on a bus on their way to school?  Or the governmental leaders, politicians, intellectuals and 
academics?  Must the killers who were responsible for the violence first accept moral responsibility? 
And if they do, to whom do they apologize, and who has the right to apologize on behalf of others who 
committed moral crimes, regardless of the cause for they claimed to be fighting?  Should killers and 
terrorists be imprisoned for their crimes, and if so, for how long and according to what procedure?  If 
they are not imprisoned, will they and others be likely to adopt the use of violence to achieve political 
goals in the future?  

            In addition to these moral questions, the focus on forgiveness and reconciliation in peace efforts 
is based on the questionable assumption that conflicts between nations and religious groups can be 
resolved like family or neighborhood disputes.  But unlike a husband and wife which have emotional 
and personal difficulties, or neighbors who do not like each other, national conflicts such as in the 



Middle East, the Balkans and Northern Ireland, are based on interests and competition for resources. 
The Jewish goal of a sovereign state to preserve their ancient culture (Zionism) and the Arab rejection 
of this goal is not an emotional dispute that can be resolved through understanding and forgiveness, or 
by apologies.  Progress towards peace can only come when all sides clearly recognize that their 
survival requires compromise through a two-state solution.  Similarly, the competing identities and 
demands in Northern Ireland between Protestant Unionists and Catholic Republicans will not be 
resolved through a process of forgiveness.  Acceptable political settlements and the end to wars and 
terror campaigns must come first.
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