Conceptualising ‘Reconciliation’: Exploring the Perspectives of young people in Northern Ireland and Bosnia-Herzegovina
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This paper, based on empirical research from Northern Ireland and Bosnia-Herzegovina, explores how young people conceptualise reconciliation and examines the meaning this concept holds for them.  Qualitative data were collected through one-to-one interviews with young people aged sixteen to eighteen living in Northern Ireland (N = 15) and Bosnia-Herzegovina (N = 15).  The approach was qualitative in nature to reflect the diversity of children and young people’s experiences of and perspectives.  

The data for this paper are drawn from a larger study undertaken between January 2007 and January 2009.  The larger study focused on two post-conflict contexts - Northern Ireland and Bosnia & Herzegovina - and was funded by the European Union’s Peace and Reconciliation Programme.  The wider study aimed to explore, in a comparative way, children and young people’s experience of conflict in their region (the ‘Troubles’ in Northern Ireland and the 1992-1995 war in Bosnia); their awareness and understanding of the conflict; where this awareness came from; their concepts of reconciliation; and views on the role of education in reconciliation.  This paper focuses solely on the fourth area, namely concepts of reconciliation.  

Interview transcripts were imported into QSR NVivo 8 and subsequently coded.  The initial coding scheme for analysis of the data was based on the five strands of Hamber and Kelly’s (2005) Working Definition of Reconciliation, namely: developing a shared vision of an interdependent and fair society; acknowledging and dealing with the past; building positive relationships; significant cultural and attitudinal change; and substantial social, economic and political change.  However additional themes, for example ‘responsibility’ and ‘the role of young people’, were built up from the data when it did not fit this theoretical framework.  Results indicate that young people’s conceptualisations of reconciliation are largely relationship-based.  In terms of their role in the reconciliation process, particularly in Northern Ireland, young people saw themselves as both potential trouble-makers and potential peace-makers.  Discussion points both to key similarities with, and differences between, the findings of this study and those of Hamber and Kelly’s research (Hamber and Kelly, 2005).  The discussion indicates that it is vital to include young people in the debate about reconciliation in order to minimise the potential for future intergenerational conflict relating to this society’s violent past.  More importantly, encouraging young people’s active participation in the reconciliation process may increase their chances of becoming peace-makers.  
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