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A Critical evaluation of the influence and impact of the truth and reconciliation commission of Peru

A quote spoken by Sofia Macher, Human rights leader in Peru during the period of human rights violations, “We cannot solve social problems with blood” (Onis et al, 2015). This quotation suggests war and violence are not the answers to resolving conflict, throughout this paper the concept of this quotation does tend to re-emerge as the atrocities and their downfall in Peru are uncovered. 
According to Hayner (2011), following the downfall of previous President Alberto Fujimori’s oppressive regime in November 2000, successor President Valentín Paniagua issued a decree establishing a truth and reconciliation commission for Peru (TRC). It is important to explore what a truth commission is, what the TRC set out to achieve, successes as well as limitations and the impact a TRC has with regards to justice and healing following conflict and political violence. 
During a twenty-year period; 1980 to 2000, certain parts of Peru experienced armed conflict between government and armed forces, and rebellion groups Shining Path and the MRTA. (Hayner, 2011). This began in the 1980s, both communist rebellion groups strived for great change in Peruvian society, they took advantage of the harsh Peruvian living conditions to recruit and force people to join and fight for their cause. Peruvians living in the countryside (Andean and native communities) lived in desperate poverty, with no voice in Peruvian government, it has been suggested these conditions allowed a foundation for the innocent’s exploitation. (Onis et al, 2015). 
[bookmark: _Hlk530568506]The initial government retaliation to Shining path and MRTA under president at the time Alan García’s orders, was to send armed forces into the countryside without any form of planning or strategy. This resulted further in many innocent civilians being killed, they were suspected of terrorism by militant forces or terrorised by the rebellion groups to join forces or face death or torture of loved ones. Shining Path placed intimidation, violence and murder as the main tactics in their extreme quest for power. Communities were being dissected, living in fear and being subject to public displays of torture when non-compliant. (Onis et al, 2015).
As well as growing rebellion groups creating rivers of blood as they headed toward the capital city of Lima with the intent to overthrow the government, in 1990 Alberto Fujimori was elected president. Fujimori presented enthusiastic intentions of preventing corruption and desires for a peaceful Peru, which was received very well by Peru from a political outsider, viewed as a saviour he was elected. (Onis et al, 2015).
Keeping Sofia Macher’s quote in mind, a small group of detectives specifically targeted to capturing the Shining Path leader under Fujimori’s orders, succeeded without any use of violence. The operation gathered intelligence and set up surveillance until they finally had videotape evidence of the Shining Path leader and his inner circle. Once the leaders of Shining Path and MRTA were both captured, and their groups dismantled, Alberto Fujimori insisted terrorism wasn’t over and the country needed to remain alert. Peru shifted from a potential democracy into a dictatorship over the period of a few years, Fujimori kept people afraid by bribing and controlling mass media. Fujimori also dissolved congress and dismantled all rule of law to maintain his authority. Peruvians suspected of terrorism could be detained, tortured and imprisoned despite the main threats of terrorism being over. Fujimori also employed a death squad with the focus of eliminating political opponents. (Onis et al, 2015).
According to Onis et al (2015), Peru’s capital city Lima was uninformed or ignorant to the conflicts happening in the Peruvian countryside. The people of Lima were aware discrimination was happening, Peruvian Indians within the city were viewed as lesser beings, due to their lack of education and living in poverty. A photo studio owner living in the city reported Peruvians wanting to look as white as possible in their pictures, when presented with the scarce evidence of brutalities happening, people remained ignorant and unaffected. 
As mentioned previously the oppressive regime of Fujimori collapsed in November 2000, evidence surfaced of the internal corruption happening within the government. (Hayner, 2011). Throughout the armed conflict, the human rights movement had been working to compile an oral history of victim’s experiences, accompanying victims, photographing brutalities and documenting the destruction of Peru’s law during Fujimori’s reign. (Onis et al, 2015). Following the end of Fujimori’s dictatorship, the human rights movement expressed great emphasis for an official inquiry into the human rights violations during the twenty years. (Hayner, 2011).
A Truth Commission was viewed as a necessity for Peru’s attempts to recover and transition into a democracy due to the large amount of human rights abuses. (Onis et al, 2015). President Valentín Paniagua issued a decree in June 2001 establishing a truth and reconciliation commission for Peru. (Hayner, 2011). 
Hayner (2011) discusses truth commissions surfacing in the early 90s, defining them as; focused on the past, investigating patterns of abuses over a period, a body that works temporarily concluding with a final report and authorised by the state. It is also suggested truth commissions have the potential to work towards re-building democracy and reconciliation, always engaging with victims and abuse survivors. The limitations of a truth commission; cannot imprison people, cannot force their final report recommendations, cannot force a perpetrator to stand to question. 
The mandate for the truth and reconciliation of Peru; to investigate the abuses of human rights and humanitarian law between May 1980 and November 2000. More specifically, identifying the foundations that allowed the conflicts to occur, contributing to court investigations as well as recommendations for reparations for victims and reforms. The TRC was also directed to specifically explore the human rights abuses of the native and Andean communities where a large portion of the violence took place. (Hayner, 2011). Truth commission members called people to testify and can speak about their experiences during the conflict. (Onis et al, 2015). 
It is estimated the TRC obtained 17000 statements, 11000 of which were taken from imprisoned former Shining Path and MRTA members, some offered their victims apology for their actions which were videotaped. The former head of state Alan García also attended one of the TRC’s public hearings, the TRC also collaborated with organizations to begin locating disappeared persons, uncovering secret burial sites and making long-term plans for exhumations. The TRC also set up a database which allowed for careful tracking and analysis of their work, producing statistics which outlined characteristics of the violence that occurred. (Hayner, 2011). 
The estimated total number of people who were killed or disappeared is 69,280, findings demonstrating 75% of the victims speaking an indigenous language. Shining Path was responsible for 54% of the deaths and disappearances and 37% attributable to government forces, 4600 secret burial sites were discovered (International Center for Transitional Justice, 2013). The majority affected by the violence being of racial, social and ethnic profiles, reliant on the dissolving of social ties between communities (Espinosa et al, 2017). 
According to Onis et al (2015), the complex final TRC report and confidential report sought to prosecute specific military personnel, as well as recommendations for change for the poor conditions of severe poverty and political exclusion that laid the foundations for the violence. The TRC’s success undertaking their work has been recognized by other countries seeking truth for human rights violations, becoming an important basis for the human rights movement in pinpointing those who are violent and exclusive International Center for Transitional Justice (2013). 
Studies suggest revisiting trauma does have a strong emotional impact, however can benefit society in long-term respect. Violent trauma in a society severs bonds between both the individual and society; sense of identity and belonging is affected; social integration is impacted and feelings of isolation leading to socioemotional tension locked in negative emotions such as fear and despair. (Espinosa et al, 2017). 
A controversial aspect of the TRC of Peru; one member appointed to work in the commission was a retired air force general, another a former member of Alberto Fujimori’s congress. Also, just one person spoke the native language Quechua, which made up most of the victim’s spoken language. Another barrier that arose; the commission was increasingly under attack by those who did not agree with the work they were undertaking; the commission was accused of siding with the terrorist organizations. A group of retired military officers created a statement opposing some of the TRC’s work, particularly in relation to the systematic violations committed by the military. The retired air force general signed the published statement and appeared to distance himself from the commission’s work nearing the end. At the time Peru had a weak government and appeared to be receiving a small amount of support for their work. (Hayner, 2011). 
Onis et al (2015) also discusses limitations to the TRC’s work one year following the final report being submitted; the government moved slowly in implementing TRC recommendations, at this time no government militants had been brought to justice. People felt there was a lack of justice following the report resulting in angry mobs expressing anger in the city, leaving Peru in a further state of fragility. 
As mentioned previously TRC findings were challenged by traditional political sectors and local elites, other limitations noted ten years after Peru’s TRC include the trials of those accused still moving at a slow speed. The needs of those affected didn’t appear to be receiving the needed attention as well as families of the disappeared met with inaction (International Center for Transitional Justice, 2013). 
According to Espinosa et al (2017), the TRC’s final report received mixed reviews from the most important aspects of Peruvian society; 45% of people in agreeance, 35% opposed to the findings and 20% unaware of the TRC at all. A qualitative study conducted in communities most affected by the conflict reported being unaware of the TRC’s existence, others had unclear information about the TRC so displayed little interest in the mission posing a threat to the TRC’s impact and credibility. The misinformed stated they thought the TRC existed to help solve economic and social problems in their community. Another limitation reported 64% of people preferring to forget about the human rights violations in the most affected communities; reporting it conjuring feelings of fear and deeming it better to be looking ahead. 
There are many definitions and perceptions of the concept forgiveness, Macaskill (2005) describes it as central to therapy which typically circulates around mistreatment and client pain. Enright (2017) discusses pathways to forgiveness; being good to those who have not been good to you, not necessarily justifying wrongdoing but responding differently to the perpetrator with respect and kindness. Luskin (2015) speaking of the art of forgiveness illustrates how forgiveness requires the person who has been harmed to have stillness of the mind, speaking of forgiveness as a management of our adrenalin system. 
Vanderweele (2018) offers the definition of forgiveness as a person who has been harmed allowing goodwill to replace ill will felt towards their wrongdoer, in doing this they attempt to stop negative thoughts and behaviours towards the perpetrator. Worthington (2014) defines two types of forgiveness; decisional, making a conscious decision about how we respond to those who have harmed us. And emotional forgiveness, reducing negative emotions felt with positive. 
Macaskill (2005) offers a similar definition of forgiveness as the process of transforming negative emotions into positive emotions, releasing feelings of anger and moving forward in a therapeutic respect. In doing this a person learns to accept the fact they cannot change the event that has happened but can however reconstruct that experience to gain a different perspective. An example could be a person who has experienced violence within a relationship, that person doesn’t necessarily need to forgive or non-forgive their perpetrator to work in the field of domestic violence assisting people to recover and providing prevention strategies. 
To begin the process of forgiveness Enright (2017) emphasises the necessity of the person understanding exactly what it is and to recognise that they have been treated unjustly. The concept broken hearts make broken hearts with regards to holding onto and displaying anger to loved ones, demonstrates a need to embark upon the process of forgiveness. From a religious perspective, it could be argued, God made the perpetrator and cares about that person suggesting we share a common humanity. In bearing the hurt a person has endured, they then put a stop to the pain being shared to those they love who have done no wrong. 
Worthington (2014) discusses that forgiveness is not excusing the wrongdoing or reconciling or restoring a relationship, important to therapeutic healing. Worthington’s concept of REACH allows a person to view steps that guide them through the process of forgiveness; Recalling the pain they experienced, Empathising with their wrongdoer, Altruistic bestowing the gift of forgiveness upon that person, Committing to the forgiveness process and Holding onto their decision to forgive through the negative emotions. 
Luskin (2015) approaches forgiveness from a scientific view point; a person needs to feel calm enough within their own mind and self to be able to forgive, to not put the blame on anything or anyone for their negative feelings. Through practise of cultivating the conditions which allow a person to release negative emotions associated with an event, the person is then able to gain a different worldview without judgement. 
Vanderweele (2018) discusses Enright’s process model of forgiveness, comprising of twenty steps in four phases; identifying the negative emotions associated with the event, making the decision to embark upon the forgiveness process, begin working towards an understanding of the perpetrator, uncovering positive emotions and gaining empathy for the wrongdoer. 
In contrast Luskin (2015) focuses more on the self as oppose to focusing on the offender, looking into how our reactions to the negative experiences that happen to us can steal our inner calm. Luskin also speaks about the way in which we structure the event can become the problem as oppose to the experience itself, suggesting resolution can be found in how a person copes and navigates their life from then on. 
Worthington (2014) speaks about our ability to forgive; because God forgives, people who forgive tend to have better quality of life and both physical and mental health. Enright (2017) describes forgiveness as heroic virtue, which can reduce symptoms of depression, anxiety, anger and general physical health. In gifting a person who has harmed with forgiveness, a person can find meaning through their pain, becoming stronger with a better sense of well-being through the process. Vanderweele (2018) refers to observational studies linking forgiveness to reduced depression, anxiety, hostility and substance use through emotional regulation. 
Macaskill (2005) illustrates barriers to forgiveness; previously forgiveness was thought to be a religious practice deterring therapists. Forgiveness as a named term in a therapeutic setting is relatively new, emerging in psychology and mental health research in the last decade. Macaskill defines the reasoning as being due to Freud making no reference to the term and psychanalysts operating within Freudian theory. Macaskill further lists barriers to forgiveness; as having the ability to oppress, in forgiving an abuser it is suggested a person remains a victim. The concept of forgiveness being viewed as the opposite to bearing a grudge or revenge seeking suggests injustice, holding the potential for a person’s wrongdoings not being punished.  
With regards to witnessing or experiencing violent trauma as people did in Peru, in studies people reported not wanting to remember the trauma, wanting to move forward with their lives. In some cases, families were left still not knowing where their loved ones were and what happened to them, also being met with indifference by others. In other cases, perpetrators denied abuses, not offering apology or any emotional compensation to their victims. In these circumstances, Luskin (2015)’s practise of cultivating safety and focusing on cognitively reconstructing the experience could work particularly well to provide a sense of well-being. Luskin does mention that sometimes people cannot comprehend recovery in their lifetime, however forgiveness in this respect involves overcoming the trauma, managing the adrenalin response to the negative experience.
Luskin (2015) states forgiveness in this respect doesn’t involve two people but the self; adrenalin pumping constantly when a person recalls images and memories of their hurt cuts off the peaceful part of a person allowing them to live in anger and resent. As trauma survivors reported not wanting to remember, this mechanism allows a person not to focus on content but to strengthen themselves to deal with the world as it is, creating a story that frees the person as oppose to imprisoning them in negative emotions allowing for continued suffering. 
It was reported that some former MRTA and Shining Path members did offer apology to their victims, in which case Worthington (2014)’s mechanism of REACH may be more appropriate. A person could gain perspective through listening to their perpetrator and empathising with their story and reasons for inflicting the pain. Macaskill (2005) discusses the process of resolution of a negative situation being significantly easier when a wrongdoer admits their harm and offers apology and explanation to their victim. Understanding why a negative situation happened can assist reducing the suffering a person experiences as a result. 
The nature of forgiveness very much depends on the individual, the harm that has been done and how they wish to move forward. Each circumstance is different, and no one process of forgiveness fits every person, people react differently to the same trauma depending on their life foundation prior to the event. In the case of the conflict in Peru some victim’s stories were heard, whereas some did not know of the truth commission and it it’s purpose. Luskin (2015) touches on how people, particularly when they’ve never previously spoken about it, do need to share their story, but not remain stuck in that story. Luskin emphasises the importance following sharing a story and coping any way possible at the time, a person then needs to teach themselves not to focus on the negative. Not to forget as this isn’t a possibility for most, but to regain balance between positive and negative. 
The truth commission began embarking on very important work, uncovering truths, allowing victims to share their stories. As well as seeking judicial justice, imprisoning the main leaders behind the violence. However, as Luskin (2015) mentions, the process of forgiveness tends to begin after the person has shared their experience and recognised what has happened to them. Luskin advises equipping oneself with the tools to cope with the less than ideal world, practising calm within the self and accepting the pain. The poor conditions of the Peruvian countryside were viewed to be a platform for the violence that occurred, the Peruvian government needs to be more inclusive acknowledging and providing a voice to the poorer Peruvians who have been overlooked prior to these people being able to practise cultivating safety. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Recovery from the atrocities that occurred could involve a therapeutic care service to the Peruvians who have suffered, assisting them through the models of forgiveness that work for them to regain inner peace. Whether it’s teaching coping mechanisms for self-forgiveness not involving the perpetrator or moving through phases of forgiveness whereby a wrongdoer is involved offering apology and reparation. A person is also not obligated to accept an apology or reconcile, they can simply focus on self-forgiveness and moving on from the traumatic experience. Care of those who have been harmed needs to exceed publicly sharing experiences and the basic humanity of knowing where their loved ones were killed. Although perpetrators have been imprisoned, citizens who don’t experience discrimination have been made aware of the atrocities, so it may not occur again, more needs to be done to assist the healing of the people who have been harmed. As mentioned previously, trying to forget and not dealing with negative emotions can be extremely harmful upon both mental and physical health. 
Teaching within schools about historical events and how these events can occur, in this case poverty and racial discrimination can also help future generations empathise with those who have suffered and ensure conditions that allowed for this to happen never happens again. 
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