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In this paper I interrogate the language and concepts assumed to be necessary for reconciliation in the Christian, Anglo Saxon context and the implications for understanding and supporting reconciliation across cultural boundaries. For example, reconciliation may be experienced as non-verbal or symbolic, rather than aligning with the notion of a verbal transaction of apology and forgiveness as commonly assumed in Western discourse. I discuss some of the cultural and religious assumptions made by theorist-practitioners such as John Paul Lederach and Archbishop Emeritus Desmond Tutu and their influence on the dominant discourse about the means of achieving reconciliation and promoting restorative justice.
To illustrate my arguments I use the example of Cambodia where the TRC model was seen as inappropriate for a Buddhist country because of the Christian language and context in which it was applied in South Africa. And yet, drawing on field research conducted in 1999 and 2009, I propose that the underlying principles and goals of a truth commission correlate with the needs and expectations of Cambodians in their quest to recover from the Pol Pot era. I also refer to the example of East Timor where traditional rituals create an integrated experience of reconciliation and justice which seems impossible to describe and explain within the confines of English language and meaning. I conclude by raising the possibility of a more culturally transferable language to encapsulate the principles and goals of reconciliation which could transcend cultural boundaries and support an understanding of a psychological experience that is integral to peaceful conflict transformation.

