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Over the past few months, as I listened to the news reports on TV and online and spoke to 
friends, family and colleagues, it became clear that our country is in need of reconciliation due to 
the racial and social injustices that have come to light in recent months. The protestors 
themselves are a diverse group of people, and it seems like that should somehow be a symbol of 
unity. Yet as we all know, the protests have had a polarizing effect on our already divided 
country, colliding our past with the present and resolving us all to look to a different future. 

One thing that has occurred to me is that, during such times as these, we all need 
abundant amounts of empathy. Without empathy there can be no resolution. I believe the anger 
we are seeing is born out of the hurt and pain from lives lost unjustly. Without validation of the 
pain of the past there is no moving forward. 

As mediators, we often sense the need for true listening, for apologies, and for creating a 
safe space to recognize and acknowledge pain. In heated and emotional disputes, these steps are 
often a necessary prerequisite to any constructive conversation. Perhaps something similar is 
needed on a larger scale in our country. 

Perhaps, the U.S. could look to how South Africa utilized some principles of restorative 
justice following apartheid. In 1996, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) was a 
court-like restorative justice body assembled for victims to share their personal stories before the 
criminal offenders. Witnesses who were identified as victims of gross human rights violations 
were invited to give statements about their experiences, and some were selected for public 
hearings. Perpetrators of violence could also give testimony and request amnesty from both civil 
and criminal prosecution. In this forum, or process, people were able to share their story and start 
the healing process. 

I’m not sure what such a process would look like in the U.S. today. NYC Mayor Di 
Blasio is creating an agency after this model but the details are unclear to date. I don’t know 
whether the forum would need to be so formal, or whether these can be grassroots events 
popping up all over the country. But I do know that, whatever the form, the substance of what 
was done in South Africa is needed in our country today. We need to engage and listen because 
we need to heal. 

I foresee the Black Lives Matter movement as a continuation of the civil rights 
movement, an expression of many long-unheard voices seeking recognition, justice and change. 
In the hope of creating dialogue and a safe place where people actively listen, acknowledge and 
work towards solutions. 

It is clear to me that while significant strides have been made for civil rights; and while 
we may have come a long way, there is still much work to be done. 
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The views expressed in this opinion article are those of the author and are not necessarily either shared 
or endorsed by TAM as an organization. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


