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Community Peacebuilding 

 

The goal is to extricate a community from cycles of tension, blame, fragmentation and/or 

violence and revenge. (If appropriate, preparatory exercises on communication, stereotypes; 

discussion on reactive dynamics of blaming and projection leading to cycle of violence – see 

cycle diagram and alternate cycle of healing and reconciliation using methods below).   

 

There are two main tasks for community reconciliation, each a necessary condition for the other: 

A. Healing—restoring integrity of body, mind/emotions (conflict is conceptual, 

violence is emotional) and spirit (need to transcend programming and reset the 

group identity, affirm shared values and norms) 

B. Closure—turn a new page, start the morning afresh (does not mean forgetting, but 

healing allows choice to let go blame and deal with the issues that are still there). 

 

Twelve approaches or tools to accomplish these tasks (adapted from Johan Galtung): 

 

For Healing:     For Closure: 

1. Exculpatory (integrate community by going 

beyond blaming: e.g., ritual sacrifice) 

2. Reparation/restitution (restorative justice) 

3. Apology/forgiveness (best if transactional) 

4. Penitence (prayer, meditation or confession to 

restore integrity or reconnect with God) 

5. Punishment (shaming or retributive justice— 

juridical approach for accountability) 

  6. Shared karma—accepting shared responsibility  

for creating our situation via acts of both commission and   

omission: each can reflect on what he/she may have done  

wrong (promotes both healing and closure) 

7. Truth (history gathering—for transparency 

of understanding) 

8. Theater (reliving—for transparency of  

emotions, allowing release) 

9. Joint sorrow (integrate community through  

empathy, mutual support) 

10. Joint reconstruction (recreate the past as  

positive—how we might have acted) 

11. Joint conflict resolution (address needs to 

create a positive future) 

  12. Ho’o Ponopono (Polynesian concept meaning to put things right; in Sesotho, 

the word suggests revealing all)—can include and integrate all 11 through a simple traditional 

process as below, adapted to include and build on local cultural assets (all cultures we have 

worked with include some of these elements, though often poorly understood or implemented): 



 

o “Wise person” (or culturally appropriate term) moderates, by prior agreement of the 

community leaders and stakeholders as someone with the needed skills and the trust 

of the group. May be from within or outside the community as needed, and should 

have assistance in facilitating the process (at least one expert in the local culture, 

ensuring process adapted). 

o Following any appropriate traditional preparatory ceremonies, prayers, rituals, the 

community gathers in a circle, including any ‘perpetrators,’ ‘victims,’ representatives 

of all community stakeholders, other interested community members (open door).  

o Wise person opens, announcing that we all as a community have suffered a major 

wound, and that s/he has been invited to facilitate a process through which the 

community can come together and find consensus on how to heal the rupture, deal 

with any outstanding issues and move on. Avoid any quasi-judicial language dividing 

members into ‘parties,’ ‘accused’ etc. 

o S/he then briefly describes or reviews the process, gets agreement on ground rules 

(e.g., no weapons, no personal attacks or threats, confidentiality as far as allowed by 

law, no walking out), and confirms acceptance by all of wise person’s role in 

moderating before proceeding.  

o There are five stages, usually accomplished within a single day, that must be 

accomplished strictly in order: 

1. Gathering perspectives on the problem: Ask each stakeholder/group in the 

community to tell the facts and needs as they see them (important that each expresses 

their own truth and learns the truth of the others, without argument). All have the 

opportunity to add their perspective on the facts and needs after those most directly 

involved. Wise person elicits and reframes to identify issues and needs, acknowledge 

emotions where appropriate. 

2. Reflective round: Each stakeholder/group in the community is asked to reflect on 

why the rupture happened (in order as they volunteer), identifying for themselves:  

     i) how they share responsibility through their own acts of commission or omission 

(each reflecting only on their own or their group’s role), and  

     ii) what more they might have done, or avoided doing, to prevent the rupture (creative 

vision of the past). 

3. Considering tasks for the future: Brainstorming on how to address community and 

sub-group needs to prevent future crises and injustices. Consider restitution, apology, 

forgiveness, penitence, punishment. List ideas without debate or attribution to separate 

this creative process from evaluation or justification (covered in the next round). 

4. Consensus building and agreement on follow-up process: Group reviews and 

decides which of the ideas for the future have consensus (no principled and paramount 

objection) and translates them into verifiable actions (who does what when and how) for 

re-constituting sustainable community. Agrees on process for ensuring these tasks are 

performed (creative vision of the future). 

5. Closure: Burn or destroy all notes from the process (keeping only the consensus 

agreement with action commitments and follow-up process), as a way of closing eyes on 

the past and choosing to move forward together as a community. An expression of this 

new beginning is made according to local traditions – celebration, ceremony etc. 


