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Suffering need not beget suffering: why we forgive

Masi Noor

The concept of intergroup forgiveness has gained a research
momentum. Here, | examine its utility as a viable conflict
resolution strategy. After advancing a more refined definition of
intergroup forgiveness than had been previously proposed by
researchers, | review research testing the efficacy of social
psychological interventions aimed at fostering forgiveness
between historical as well as ongoing adversarial groups. While
several interventions based on social identity processes and
the re-categorization of the victimhood category seem to offer
potential promise for increasing forgiveness, some research
also highlights that forgiveness may come at the cost of
suppressing motivation to seek justice and demand restitution.
The conclusion reminds that while forgiveness is not a panacea
for resolving intergroup conflict, it may offer one of the rare
strategies for curtailing the impulse for revenge and thus
reducing conflict escalation.
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Perhaps one of the most cogent arguments for why
adversarial groups consider, or ought to consider, forgive-
ness as a strategy to resolve conflict is because forgiveness
can prevent each group from becoming the new victim-
izer [1°°,2]. As such, forgiveness can end the seemingly
hard to disrupt cycle of revenge. The utility of forgiveness
further becomes apparent when considering the difficulty
of how to correct a wrong accurately and fairly [3]. In fact,
research has shown that often punitive measures to rectify
a wrong are perceived as too lenient by victims and too
severe by perpetrators [4,5]. Psychology has discovered
the concept of intergroup forgiveness on the back of
scholars’ efforts who have been studying forgiveness at
the interpersonal level [6,7]. Additionally, interest in
intergroup forgiveness has also increased due to major

world events, such as the fall of the totalitarian regimes in
South Africa, Chile, and Eastern Europe, and continued
violent conflicts (e.g., in the Middle East). Arguably,
because the traditional justice system is limited in dealing
with the consequences of mass violence involving hun-
dreds of thousands of perpetrators and even a larger
number of victims, new forms of justice-seeking commis-
sions and institutions have shone light on forgiveness as a
viable strategy to address trauma, loss, and fractured
intergroup relations. It is, for example, contended that
however problematic the truth and reconciliation com-
mission in South Africa may have been, forgiveness may
have served as a rare strategy to prevent civil war in the
region [8]. This was primarily achieved by the govern-
ment’s approach to using the commission to facilitate the
exchange of truth about the injustices committed during
the Apartheid regime in return for the victims’s forgive-
ness [9].

Conceptual understanding of intergroup
forgiveness

Given the novelty of intergroup forgiveness, a definitive
conceptualization of it is still lacking. Overall, one can
observe that psychologists have defined intergroup for-
giveness by way of highlighting its affective and motiva-
tional components. To illustrate, intergroup forgiveness
has been conceptualized as the tendency to refrain from
assigning guilt to a perpetrator group [10°°], leave behind
past grievances and let go of grudges [11], and to suppress
the motivation to retaliate against a violent perpetrator
group [12]. While these attempts have been useful to
advance research, perhaps intergroup forgiveness would
benefit from a more precise definition. Accordingly, in-
tergroup forgiveness can be viewed as a conscious deci-
sion that is determined by multiple factors, namely: (a)
the extent to which groups are able to regulate their
negative emotions toward each other [13]; (b) the extent
to which groups are able to regulate their negative
thoughts by enhancing control over their executive func-
tion [14]; (c) the extent to which each group values their
relationship with the other; (d) the extent to which groups
perceive the risk of repeated exposure to harm by the
other group [15]; and finally, (¢) the extent to which
groups can imagine that the other group is capable of
changing their harmful behaviors [16]. The latter aspect
could also include simply the ability to recognize the
differentiation between the outgroup members responsi-
ble for the harm and their descendants in the contempo-
rary generation (e.g., L.ebanese Muslims during the
regional war and contemporary Lebanese Muslims,
[17]). Thus, conceptualizing intergroup forgiveness goes
beyond the management of negative feelings and
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thoughts about the outgroup [18] and aligns closely with
the recent understanding of forgiveness at the interper-
sonal level [15]. For, aside from the negative affects and
cognitions, unless the conflicting groups perceive some
importance and value in maintaining their relationship,
unless the risk of future exploitation at the hand of the
other group is assessed as sufficiently low, and unless the
group has some hope [19,20°°] that the outgroup is capa-
ble of changing, there would be little or no motivation for
groups to want to restore their damaged relationship using
forgiveness.

The link between suffering and forgiveness via
psychological interventions

When considering intergroup forgiveness, one cannot by-
pass a discussion of collective suffering [21°°,22°°,23°°].
First of all, inflicting harm onto others must follow as a
result of viewing the victims as a collective entity. Here,
social categorization and social identity theories [24,25]
offer important insights in that the perpetrator group must
view the victims of their harm-doing as sharing a social
category (e.g., religion, sexual orientation, gender). In
other words, a common characteristic is assigned to indi-
viduals, which defines them as a group. Often such group-
based victimization is justified by reviving past, some-
times even ancient animosities and feelings of threat, as
has been the case with mass violence in Nazi Germany,
former Yugoslavia, or Rwanda [26]. What is intriguing
though is that the very same categorization processes that
give rise to harm-doing also tend to determine a victim
group’s decision whether (or not) to forgive their perpe-
trator group. To illustrate, Noor and colleagues [27]
observed that in the Northern Irish conflict, both Catho-
lics and Protestants’ perceptions of their victimhood were
positively associated with how strongly each group iden-
tified with their own group, which in turn was negatively
associated with their willingness to forgive one another.
Put differently, it seems that the same victimization
experiences leading to a profound sense of victimhood
may bolster conflicting groups’ narrow and exclusive self-
categorization efforts. The stronger the identification
with one’s own group the more remote forgiveness
becomes as an option for conflict resolution. Indeed, Wohl
and Branscombe [10°°] succeeded in validating the above
work by providing experimental evidence in support of
the critical role of social categorization in intergroup
forgiveness. Specifically, those researchers found that
when grave harm doing such as the Holocaust was framed
as an intergroup event in which Germans behaved ag-
gressively toward Jews (intergroup categorization) North
American Jews were less willing to forgive today’s Ger-
mans than when the Holocaust was presented as perva-
sive across humanity (most inclusive social category).

Beyond forgiving historical harms, [28°°] developed the
notion of common victim identity as an intervention strategy
to foster intergroup forgiveness in the ongoing conflict
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between the Israeli and Palestinian groups in the Middle
East (for similar conceptual work see [22°°,29], Young and
Sullivan, this issue). Common victim identity [28°°] aims
to draw both groups’ attention to their common suffering
as a result of the regional conflict, in spite of their diverse
victimization experiences. In an experiment [28°°],
researchers induced such a notion of common victim
identity among Isracli and Palestinian participants by
reminding them that both groups are victims of the
prolonged conflict and have experienced substantial in-
dividual and national losses in human life, property, hope,
and trust. Relative to a control condition (reading an
article on aircrafts), the common victim identity condition
led both groups to engage in less competition over their
victimhood experiences, which in turn increased their
willingness to forgive one another. It is also important to
highlight that an additional condition aimed at inducing a
generic sense of common identity (i.e., unrelated to the
regional conflict and emphasizing common cultural heri-
tage between Jews and Palestinians) was unsuccessful to
bring about a similar positive shift in participants’ inter-
group forgiveness attitudes. Thus, it appears that the
power of the common victim identity intervention for
reducing intergroup hostility is contingent on highlight-
ing commonality of both groups’ mutual suffering (see

also [30]).

In addition to the above interventions facilitating inter-
group forgiveness, both generic intergroup contact and
intergroup friendship were found in a representative
sample of Protestants and Catholics in Northern Ireland
to be positively associated with intergroup forgiveness
[31]. An intriguing aspect of this research was that the
association between outgroup friendship and forgiveness
was moderated by the degree to which participants had
experiences of violent conflict (i.e., low versus high).
Interestingly, the positive effect of contact with outgroup
friends was larger under high than low actual conflict
experience. Generic contact, on the other hand, was
associated with increased intergroup forgiveness only
when experience was low, but not when experience
was high.

Interventions focusing on the characteristics of the per-
petrator groups have also been tested for their efficacy to
increase forgiveness in victim groups. Most notably, re-
search has examined whether an apologetic (versus non-
apologetic) perpetrator group prompts more forgiveness
in their victim group. Though initially the link between
apology and forgiveness at the intergroup level seemed
elusive [32,33], recently researchers have identified that
an apology message focusing on the victims (versus on the
perpetrators) may strengthen the link between apology
and forgiveness [34]. Additionally, an intergroup apology
is likely to lead to forgiveness if the victim group holds the
implicit view that the perpetrator group has the capacity
to change [35,36].
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