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ABSTRACT 

 
Since 1989, nine rebel groups have apologized after civil wars; despite the prevalence of 
literature on public apologies by states, apologies by non-state actors have not been studied. Why 
do rebel groups apologize? This paper answers the question by contributing to gaps in the 
literature on public apologies, non-state actor behavior following civil war, and transitional 
justice. It introduces a new dataset on rebel group apologies from 1989-2010 and uses a mixed-
method approach of a large-n study and two paired comparisons to examine new explanations for 
rebel group apologies. It finds that post-conflict roles and context offer explanations for why 
rebel groups apologize; rebel groups that transition to political groups apologize in order to 
appeal to the electorate and rebel groups apologize in response to incentives and conditions 
created by truth commissions. This paper also suggests further areas for research based on the 
findings as well as practical and policy implications. 
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“We want to acknowledge, with the sentiment of humanity and reconciliation, that during 

the conflict the FARC also caused great pain with the retention of people for 

ransom…That conduct, while always used to sustain the needs of the rebellion, resulted 

in harming entire families.” -Ivan Marquez, spokesperson Fuerzas Armadas 

Revolucionarias de Colombia, September 2020 

 

Introduction 

In September of 2020, Colombian rebel group Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de 

Colombia apologized for kidnapping thousands of people during the decades-long conflict. 

While many reports called the apology unprecedented, it was not unusual in the Colombian 

conflict, nor was it unusual amongst other armed conflicts. In fact, apologies such as these—

political apologies—have been increasing since the 1990s and scholars and practitioners have 

written extensively on them. However, political apologies are usually made by states and what is 

unusual about this apology is that it came from a rebel group and referred to the entirety of the 

conflict. 

Apologies are critical to repairing harms in relationships; they can right wrongs, signal 

intentions to repair and strengthen relationships, and they can offer both sides a way of 

reconciling with what happened, and with each other. Insincere apologies can also make things 

worse, signaling a lack of remorse or regret at what happened and a refusal to be accountable for 

causing harm. In short, apologies can be a powerful tool in navigating human relationships and 

human behavior. Beyond interpersonal relationships, apologies are an important part of 

intergroup relations and international relations. Presidents apologize on behalf of their country 

for historic wrongs; for example, in 2008 Canadian Prime Minister Stephen Harper apologized 

on behalf of Canada for the treatment of indigenous children in boarding schools (Wohl, 

Hornsey, and Philpot, 2011). Even terrorists apologize when their bombs hit civilians instead of 
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symbolic targets, for example in 1993 when the Irish Republican Army apologized for the 

Shankill Bomb which killed nine civilians and injured 60 others (Matesan and Berger, 2016). 

In post-conflict societies, apologies can also be one part of reconciliation and lasting 

peace. Transitional justice advocates see apologies as a key component of the transitional justice 

process. They can “constitute a powerful acknowledgment by perpetrators of the human rights 

violations they committed and the suffering they caused” as well as act as symbolic reparation 

for that suffering (International Center for Transitional Justice, 2016). Moreover, apologies can 

be ways of signaling intent or helping a community reconcile with the perpetrators and victims 

that live side by side. 

While the apology made by Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (the 

Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, or the FARC) seemed unprecedented, historical 

sources indicates that in fact, non-state actors do apologize for their actions. However, despite 

the amount of written on state apologies, little is known or written about apologies by non-state, 

or rebel groups. Furthermore, literature on transitional justice often stops short of examining 

when, how, and why non-state actors participate in transitional justice processes. In part, this 

reflects the evolution of conflict and transitional justice itself: transitional justice mechanisms are 

now being employed following civil wars with multiple actors whereas originally, they were 

implemented in societies moving from authoritarianism to democracy (Bell, 2017). 

Transitional justice was meant to be a way for the truth about what happened to be made 

public and official as well as for leaders to be held to some account for atrocities perpetrated 

against civilians (Hayner, 2001). Now, transitional justice is increasingly used in the context of 

civil war where truth about state actions matters but the conflict as a whole is considered, 

including atrocities committed by non-state groups (Reiter, et. al., 2012). This leads us to 
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consider whether non-state groups participate in transitional justice and if so, how? This paper 

looks at one specific part of transitional justice processes—reparations—and specifically 

apologies. I seek to understand why rebel groups apologize following civil wars. 

This paper also approaches rebel group apologies from the perspective of political 

violence and civil war scholarship. There is extensive literature on rebel group behavior during 

civil war, yet questions remain about rebel group behavior and strategy after conflict. While we 

have some understanding of how rebel groups demobilize or how they become political groups 

following conflict, we know little about their relationship to the very civilians they may have 

targeted or harmed during conflict. Thus, we do not understand rebel group behavior in the 

context of reconciliation and reparation. 

In short, this paper asks: under what conditions do rebel groups apologize for atrocities 

committed during civil war? To answer this question, I use quantitative analysis and two paired 

comparisons to show that rebel groups use apologies strategically following conflicts. I argue 

that two conditions make a rebel group apology more likely: first, a truth commission following 

conflict; second, participation in the post-war political landscape as a political group. This thesis 

is organized as follows: the following section introduces the gaps in literature and practice 

surrounding apologies, transitional justice, and post-conflict behavior. Next it considers literature 

surrounding official apologies, reparations, and transitional justice. I then point to theories 

regarding state apologies to demonstrate the strategies behind state apologies, especially 

regarding audience and theorize that similar motivations are behind non-state actor apologies. 

I also theorize how truth commissions elicit apologies within this context. The theoretical section 

is followed by quantitative analysis that considers 104 rebel groups and apologies; I introduce a 

new data set of rebel group apologies since 1989 and probe it for explanations of rebel group 
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apologies. The quantitative analysis is followed by two paired comparisons to illustrate further 

context for rebel group apologies that is not captured in the data. Finally, the conclusion offers 

areas for further research and policy implications.  

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses 

Gaps in the Literature and Practice: Transitional Justice and Civil Wars 

 Rebel group apologies lie at the intersection of four gaps in literature and practice: first, 

the literature on transitional justice acknowledges the new ways transitional justice mechanisms 

are being used but does not yet account for the multiple parties present in conflicts of today. 

Second, transitional justice mechanisms themselves are only just beginning to account for 

multiparty conflicts as opposed to post-authoritarian societies. Third, the literature contains 

extensive research on non-state actors during conflict but limited understanding of post-conflict 

behavior. Finally, the literature on state apologies focuses on case studies, theory, and reception, 

but quantitative analysis of state apologies (much less rebel group apologies) is also in short 

supply. Here I examine these gaps. 

 This paper is grounded in the field of transitional justice which has traditionally been 

concerned with post-authoritarian societies. The term is used to refer to a collection of 

mechanisms used “by states to address past human rights violations” and includes “truth 

commissions, criminal trials, lustration, public apologies, memorials, and reparations” (Bissett 

2012, p 9). As Bissett points out, transitional justice is a misleading term and rather than 

applying to a modified form of justice, it is about justice during transition, usually from 

authoritarian society to a democracy (Bissett, 2012). In these cases, the state and institutions may 

not have the capacity or political will to address human rights abuses committed by the state, and 

so transitional justice refers to the ways justice and accountability might still be possible. 
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According to Bissett, transitional justice mechanisms have four main objectives: determining the 

truth and establishing a record of human rights abuses; justice and accountability, establishing 

the rule of law and democratic reform; and a lasting peace (Bissett, 2012; Kritz, 2009). As 

Hayner points out, these mechanisms have almost always pertained to accountability for the state 

and official truth from the state, as well as reparations made by the state (2001). This early 

conception and practice of transitional justice reflected its time and place, such as Chile or 

Argentina where the state was formerly authoritarian or South Africa where the apartheid state 

was toppled by activists and the African National Congress. 

 However, transitional justice today also reflects the current time and place, notably as it is 

applied in post-conflict societies. Compared to post-authoritarian societies, post-conflict 

circumstances do not just concern abuses of the state; instead, civil wars consist of one or more 

non-state actors, or rebel groups, that challenge the state as well as the state’s monopoly on the 

use of violence (Bell, 2017). This is not to say that the regimes in Chile or Argentina were not 

challenged by non-state groups, but that the modern context for transitional justice mechanisms 

includes instances where rebel groups have forced the state to the negotiating table (as was the 

case in El Salvador or Colombia, for example). Therefore, as Bell points out, transitional justice 

mechanisms have resulted from negotiation between the state and non-state actors in which each 

gives and takes according to their own goals (Bell, 2017). Here, transitional justice mechanisms 

like truth commissions might be traded for prosecutions or amnesties, or lustration traded for 

prosecution and so on. 

 However, the literature and practice of transitional justice does not yet reflect this new 

context. On a practical level, should non-state actors be included in transitional justice 

mechanisms such as truth commissions and when? In El Salvador for example, the truth 
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commission acknowledges atrocities committed by the Frente Farabundo Martí para la 

Liberación Nacional (Farabundo National Liberation Front, or the FMLN) but offers few details 

(Betancur, et al., 1993). Or should non-state groups be subject to different prosecutorial rules 

than state actors? In Peru, for example, the truth commission found that Sendero Luminoso was 

found to be responsible for the majority of abuses and its members either killed or jailed, often 

for life. Here, Bell argues that negotiations at the end of a conflict determine which transitional 

justice mechanisms are used (Bell, 2017). 

 Yet Bell is at the vanguard in disentangling transitional justice from its origins in post-

authoritarian societies and its current use in post-conflict societies. Moreover, the academic 

literature on post-conflict transitional justice and how non-state actors interact with its 

mechanisms remains sparse. Instead, there is literature on peace processes and peace deals and 

the concurrent negotiations or case-specific policies such as disarmament, demobilization, and 

reintegration for rebel groups (Uprimny Yepes and Camilo Sánchez, 2017). There is also more 

being studied around how rebel groups transition to political parties though even here the 

scholarship notes the field is just getting started (Daly, 2020). As Daly argues, while civil war 

successor parties are part of almost every post-conflict society, our understanding of the 

dynamics and behavior of these groups is in the early stages (2021). 

 Filling this gap in practice and literature is important because the nature of conflict and 

civil war means that violence significantly impacts civilians; this raises questions about who is 

accountable for that violence after the fact. For example, is the state responsible for the actions of 

non-state actors who negotiate a route to politics through a peace deal? international law work? 

Theory? suggests that the state is not, but then what does accountability look like (Fortin, 2018)? 

Beyond this, we should also ask what justice might look like and what it means for society to 
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move forward. What is owed to those impacted by violence, specifically violence perpetrated by 

rebel groups? If reparations are in order do those come from the state or can rebel groups offer 

reparations? Filling this gap in the literature and practice related to rebel groups and transitional 

justice can start to answer these questions. 

The other gap in the literature comes from the field of study surrounding civil wars. Here 

we have a robust understanding of various motivations and explanations for rebel group behavior 

before and during civil wars, but are still developing scholarship concerning rebel groups after 

conflict (Daly, 2020). What we do know about rebel group behavior following conflict often 

relates to political participation as it relates to returns to violence (Matanock, 2017) or 

integration with the state military (Glassmyer and Sambanis, 2008). We further know about 

rebels that become political groups as part of peace agreements (Kovacs and Hatz, 2016) as well 

as how rebel group name changes effect electoral outcomes (Ishimaya, 2017) and rebel group 

electoral outcomes in general (Manning and Smith, 2018). This scholarship does not consider 

rebel group participation in transitional justice mechanisms as a way to participate in 

“legitimate” politics; this paper seeks to contribute to this chasm. 

Finally, there is also a gap in our understanding of political apologies in general. Most of 

the research focuses on state apologies and on their impact: how other states or individuals 

perceive them as well as how they function in the political realm. Here, there is limited 

quantitative analysis that asks when and why states apologize, when they are likely to apologize 

to other states, or why they refuse apologies to internal groups, for example. These questions are 

alluded to and sometimes answered in case studies (Cunningham, 2014; Engert, 2014; Lind, 

2010; Nobles, 2014) and there are several data sets on public apologies (Shaafsma and Zoodsma, 

2021; Zoodsma, et. al., 2021; Chalkley, 2009), but quantitative analysis is minimal. For example, 
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Shaafsma and Zoodsma’s Political Apologies database covers political apologies from 1947 

through 2021; their analysis finds that apologies have increased since the Cold War with 329 

apologies offered by 74 countries and most apologies are offered for human rights violations 

however further quantitative analysis that would shed light on why states apologize has not yet 

been presented (Shaafsma and Zoodsma, 2021; Zoodsma, et. al. 2021). Shaafsma and Zoodsma 

also do not consider non-state actor apologies; similarly, Chalkley covers political apologies for 

atrocities but also only considers state apologies (Chalkley, 2009). This paper does not address 

state apologies however it introduces a new dataset on non-state actor apologies and 

demonstrates a mixed-method approach to understanding why apologies occur. This next section 

focuses on public apologies and transitional justice. 

The Rise of Public Apologies 

 While there is not a date or year that marks the increase in public or political apologies, 

they increased significantly during the late 1900s (Cunningham, 2014). In 1999, Roy Brooks 

declared “the age of apology” and since then, literature has proliferated on state apologies for 

specific categories of atrocities (for example, German apologies for the Holocaust and Japanese 

apologies for the abuse of Korean women), components of apologies, and the impact of 

apologies. Notably, there is a distinction between apologies offered by individuals in an effort to 

restore their reputation versus “representative” apologies offered on behalf of the state (Kampf 

and Löwenheim, 2012). In one instance, politicians or business leaders apologized for their own 

personal failings and in the other, representative apologies, elected officials apologized on behalf 

of the state for state actions (Kampf and Löwenheim, 2012). In consideration of rebel group 

apologies, I consider the literature on apologies from two perspectives: the first looks at the 
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strategy and meaning behind state apologies and the second looks at apologies in terms of 

reconciliation. 

One explanation for official public apologies on behalf of states is that apologies are 

powerful signals among states. Using examples of German apologies and Japanese apologies for 

atrocities during World War II, Lind shows that apologies can signal a state’s intentions to other 

states (Lind, 2008). While a lack of apology could be perceived as indicating hostile intentions, 

an apology that faced domestic backlash could send the same signal, as was the case with 

Japanese apologies for atrocities against Korean women. In both cases, however, Lind considers 

apologies between states as strategic and purposeful interactions (Lind, 2008). Like public 

apologies within a state, public apologies between states can be important ways of reestablishing 

trust and good relations.  

 What about when states apologize to their own citizens? Nobles suggests that apologies 

by the state to its citizens are a way of restructuring the state’s relationship with groups such as 

indigenous peoples and they help “change the terms and conditions of national membership” 

(Nobles, 2008). Drawing on work by Elster, Nobles draws a distinction between apologies by 

heads of state versus apologies by the government and shows that the latter have three 

motivations: reason, emotion, and interest. The interest is changing the state’s relationship with a 

group and may come as a response to the group’s advocacy; it may also be a reasonable way of 

responding to concerns of its citizens (Nobles, 2008). Lind’s work suggests international 

diplomacy is at play in apologies, but her exploration of the potential backlash from domestic 

audiences raises another point: why should states not apologize? Lind suggests that for domestic 

audiences, an apology can be an admittance of wrongdoing and a signal of a different posture to 

the world (Lind, 2008).  
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 In each of these explanations for state apologies, a key component is who the apology is 

for. On one hand, we might assume that apologies are meant for victims, but scholarship shows 

that the very nature of public apologies implies that there are both victims the apology is being 

made to as well as an audience that the apology is intended for (Lind, 2008; McMillan, 2010; 

Nobles, 2008). Lind’s work suggests that the audience is the citizens of the state making the 

apology (Lind, 2008). In another instance, McMillan argues that the audience for apologies can 

be the international community; he points to President Bill Clinton’s apology for the Rwandan 

genocide as being intended for an international as well as American audience (McMillan, 2010). 

Smith also argues that collective apologies focus public discourse on the topic of the apology, 

thus the audience can be one that has not previously been aware of a specific issue (Smith, 

2008). Nobles also suggests that the audience for an apology is the victims as well as the state 

itself as the apology works to create a new relationship between the two (Nobles, 2008).  

There is significant scholarship on the content and meaning of apologies as well as on 

how they are perceived and why they do or do not repair relationships. Why would they be 

important after civil war and, considering horrific atrocities and abuses of humanity itself, how 

can an apology ever hope to fix anything? Recently, the New York Times reported that 

indigenous groups are seeking an apology from the Pope when he visits Canada to discuss 

boarding schools (Austen and Isai, 2021); so why do we as humans want apologies? Further, 

apologies are considered in the transitional justice literature to be important forms of reparation 

(Moffett, 2021; Cárdenas, et. al., 2015). Why? Govier and Verwoerd echo this question and ask 

how an apology, a mere speech act, could actually lead to a shift in attitudes or relationships—

"this is the mystery of apology” they say (Govier and Verwoerd, 2002, p 4). They answer this by 
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saying that suffering cannot be erased but that in the case of atrocities, the instance of moral 

injury can be undone through apology. 

 At the crux of apologies is the wrong itself, an atrocity which undoes basic structures of 

right, wrong, morality and humanity (Govier and Verwoerd, 2002). Atrocities are “a crime with a 

peculiar horror deriving from the fact that fellow human beings are capable of conceiving and 

committing it, thereby diminishing us all” (Robertson, 2012). This peculiar horror implies that 

the victim has no moral worth thus Govier and Verwoerd suggest that  

“in a sincere, direct apology to the victim, the wrongdoer cancels, or ‘unsays,’ this 

message of moral worthlessness. No apology can undo a wrongful act. However, an 

apology can ‘unstate’ the implicit claim that the wronged person has no moral worth and 

merits no moral consideration. It is the cancellation of this profoundly insulting and 

potentially humiliating message that can inspire the ending of anger and resentment on 

the part of the victim. For one who has been humiliated or treated as worthless, such 

acknowledgment of dignity and human worth is profoundly significant” (Govier and 

Verwoerd, 2002, p. 4). 

 Andrieu further argues that apologies can have three potential roles for society at large. 

First, they can affirm a common moral ground that communities can build on; second, in 

expressing regret, apologizers can signal intent to rebuild social trust, and third, by taking 

responsibility, individual apologizers take on the stigma, shame and guilt of the atrocities 

(instead of their victims) which helps promote broader social cohesion. More than mere words, 

apologies are theorized to have a positive impact on reconciliation at large.1 Because of this, 

apologies should first be considered as part of a transitional justice process. 

 
1 Evaluating whether apologies actually lead to reconciliation is beyond the scope of this paper. 
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 Key components of the literature on state apologies as it stands now include examining 

apologies as part of transitional justice mechanisms as well as understanding the strategic 

motivations behind state apologies, which inform explanations for why non-state actors 

apologize. Here, Andrieu’s work on public apologies is useful to consider. Andrieu argues that 

social-psychological understandings of reconciliation in post-conflict societies is confounded by 

instances where there are no friendly relations, yet two groups live side-by-side for decades 

without problems (Andrieu, 2009).  There may be grudging acceptance of the other group’s 

identity and humanity, but Andrieu argues that the mechanism of trust is also at play. To 

Andrieu, reconciliation is about removing fear and mistrust about the other group’s intentions 

and establishing trust in the state to manage conflicts through democratic or non-violent means 

(Andrieu, 2020). Thus, we can think of transitional justice mechanisms in and of themselves as a 

means of rebuilding the state and consider the role of public apologies in that context.  

Currently, the field of transitional justice is rich with a range of definitions for 

transitional justice and its components. I focus on two elements that relate to apologies: first, 

transitional justice as truth-telling, and second, transitional justice as a means of promoting 

reconciliation. Essentially, transitional justice today asks how groups of people can coexist in a 

nation-state when their identities, past and present, may put them at odds (Hayner, 2001). More 

specifically, “when a period of authoritarian rule or civil war ends, a state and its people stand at 

a crossroads. What should be done with a recent history full of victims, perpetrators, secretly 

buried bodies, pervasive fear, and official denial?” (Hayner, 2001, p. 4). The International Center 

for Transitional Justice offers this definition: 

Transitional justice refers to the ways countries emerging from periods of conflict and 

repression address large-scale or systematic human rights violations so numerous and so 
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serious that the normal justice system will not be able to provide an adequate response. 

(What Is Transitional Justice, International Center for Transitional Justice, 2021, para 1).  

Transitional justice was initially used in societies that had experienced authoritarian rule and one 

of its principal roles was to establish a historical record and find some truth in what happened. In 

authoritarian societies, truth is easily obfuscated and manipulated in service of the regime 

(Hayner, 2001). Furthermore, the regime may use multiple forms of oppression to control the 

population and eliminate what they see as threats; however, without due process or the rule of 

law, what happens to individuals that the regime deals with may not be known. For example, in 

Argentina and Chile, disappearances were common leaving family members with no idea of 

what had happened to their loved ones (Hayner, 2001). Authoritarian regimes also hide the 

reality of what is happening, giving alternative stories and explanations for massacres for 

example, or denying their role in carrying out atrocities (Hayner, 2001). To this end, transitional 

justice mechanisms and specifically truth and reconciliation commissions help uncover what 

actually happened. 

 Now, as transitional justice mechanisms are increasingly being used in the context of 

civil war, the question of how a society remakes itself after conflict is especially relevant. 

Reconciliation is a key component of this yet again, scholars offer numerous definitions of 

reconciliation (Kelman, 1997; Hayner, 2001; Quinn 2009; Hughes and Kostovicova, 2018). One 

definition is the restoration of friendly relations, a high bar for groups that may have just recently 

been at war with each other (Kelman, 2008). Yet reconciliation is not merely the absence of 

conflict and does imply a changed relationship between individuals, or groups in this case. On a 

social psychological level, it means acceptance of the other group’s identity and humanity 

(Kelman, 2008). It makes sense, then, that the rise in state accountability and public apologies 
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also loosely correlates with both the rise of atrocity crimes as well as a global conception of 

human rights and crimes against humanity (Robertson, 2012). However, Rozas Krause suggests 

that apologies exist because, despite the successes of the International Criminal Court and 

Responsibility to Protect doctrine, there is no overarching way to prevent and protect human 

rights. The point is that apologies are not a panacea and rather cynically represent ways for states 

to pay lip-service to reconciliation without having to change (Roberston, 2012; Rozas Krause, 

2020). To this end, public apologies have become popular because there is a lack of a global and 

institutionalized means of protecting human rights, and accountability after the fact is a way of 

doing this (Rozas Krause, 2020). 

To have potential reconciliatory effects, the scholarship is united on some of the elements 

of a “good” public apology. The specifics will be discussed in following sections however, this 

introduces a note of caution about the rise of public apologies and the limits of even “good” 

ones. The scholarship frequently questions whether public apologies can be sincere or not, since 

they are performative and often help with public image. Here, Rozas Krause coins the term “cult 

of apology” to describe the rise in public apologies as well as the pitfalls therein. In this “cult of 

apology,” words are helpful, but without policy change or future action, words become cheap. 

Similarly, this paper does not seek to determine whether an apology is good or sincere, but 

merely if it happened and if so, why? 

Despite our understanding of state apologies, there is limited research on apologies by 

non-state actors both in relationship to their strategic goals as well as their position 

internationally and within their own country. Non-state actors may not have the same legitimacy 

goals as the state, nor the same reasons to reestablish trust. Additionally, because non-state actors 

are rarely the primary focus of transitional justice mechanisms, matters of reconciliation are 
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often focused on rebuilding relations between groups as opposed to accounting for atrocities or 

issues around truth (as with truth and reconciliation commissions) (Reiter, et. al., 2012). Yet 

because non-state actors behave in strategic ways before, during, and after civil war, we should 

consider the audiences and context behind their apologies. 

Why Do Rebel Groups Apologize? 

The scholarship on rebel group strategy and behavior leads to the question: why do rebel 

groups apologize? What set of conditions make apologies likely or what audiences are rebel 

groups trying to reach? I pose three hypotheses which can fit into two (or both) categories: the 

first category, Audience-based, suggests that rebel groups apologize as a way of garnering 

support from a specific audience. The second, Reconciliation-based, suggests that rebel groups 

apologize in the context of transitional justice processes, specifically truth commissions. The 

Audience-based hypotheses follow on explanations of state apologies that suggest that states 

apologize to communicate with a specific audience (Lind, 2008; McMillan, 2010; Nobles, 2008). 

The same holds true for non-state actors, the question being who is the audience for the apology? 

I argue that there are two potential audiences: first, an international actor audience and second, a 

domestic citizens audience.  

In the first instance, we can look to rebel group behavior during conflict to indicate how 

they will behave after. Rebel groups that behave with an eye toward other states as an audience 

as well as international norms and laws are likely to exhibit this same strategy regarding 

apologies. This is based on work that shows that belligerents in conflict are sensitive to 

international audiences and their support and will behave in accordance with international law as 

they believe that showing restraint will curry favor with the international community (Stanton, 

2016). It follows that if rebel groups show restraint during conflict in response to needed support 
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from various constituencies, as a group they are more aware of an international audience and will 

also be more likely to apologize following conflict.  

H1: Rebel groups that are attentive to support from third parties during conflict are 

more likely to apologize. 

In this case, the apology reflects the group’s continued calculus that remorse will help 

them continue to receive support from international audiences.  

This is counterintuitive if apologies are about righting wrongs (Govier and Verwoerd, 

2002). In this instance, groups that are more violent or inflict more harm on civilians have more 

reasons to apologize. Yet I argue that rebel groups face significant risks in apologizing—namely 

that of prosecution or undermining their cause—and explanations for apologies should explain 

why rebel groups are willing to take those risks in making an apology. Thus, apologies may 

reflect moral suasions and righting wrongs, but they occur because groups have decided that 

appealing to a specific audience outweighs the drawbacks of admitting wrongdoing.  

Correspondingly, the second Audience-based hypothesis suggests that rebel groups 

apologize when they want to appeal to a new or different audience after conflict. In line with 

explanations for state apologies that suggest that states apologize to redefine their relationship to 

their audience (Nobles, 2008), rebel groups apologize to redefine their relationship with domestic 

audiences. Rebel groups seek to be seen as legitimate political participants rather than an 

illegitimate rebellion and in instances where rebel groups become political actors in the post-

conflict landscape, I argue that they are more likely to apologize.  

H2: Rebel groups that become political groups after conflict are more likely to 

apologize. 
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Like the first hypothesis, Hypothesis 2 suggests that an apology is made to or for a specific 

audience however in Hypothesis 2, the audience has changed. External support from other states 

or the international community at large is not the driving force, rather support from citizens (in 

the form of votes) is. 

 Both Audience-based hypotheses also follow literature on civil wars that shows that there 

is a complex set of motivations, behaviors, and strategies that rebel groups take on in the context 

of civil war and the post-conflict environment. For example, scholars debate how and why civil 

wars start and why individuals join rebellions (Fearon and Laitin, 2003; White, 1989; Ying, 

2021; Lewis, 2020). The scholarship also considers how and why rebel groups use violence or 

show restraint (Kalyvas, 2006; Balcells, 2017; Stanton, 2016) and rebel groups have been shown 

to govern strategically during war as well (Mampilly, 2011; Weinstein, 2007). Moreover, rebel 

groups shift their strategies over time, eventually planning for and adapting to the end of the 

conflict (Christia, 2012; Matanock, 2017). 

Finally, the Audience-based hypotheses hints at another incentive to apologize. First, 

consider Bell’s conception of the post-conflict environment as war by political means or 

“Clausewitz in reverse” (Bell, 2017, p. 94); rebel groups shift from military strategy to political 

strategy and apologies are part of that shift2. Here, I refer to the rise of public apologies and 

especially state apologies where apologies themselves are an official state act; rebel groups 

apologize in order to put themselves on the same plane as the state. Andrieu (2020) argues that 

the rise in public apologies correlates with a new conception of the state as an accountable entity 

versus merely “sovereign fortress.” She says that if we understand reconciliation as 

reestablishing trust, then public apologies are a key part of that because they provide a new way 

 
2 This is also evident in the way some groups form separate political wings such as in Colombia and Northern 
Ireland. 
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for the state to communicate about what has happened. In this way, apologies are not just words 

but also powerful signals that allow the state to now derive its legitimacy from the people versus 

through control and oppression (Andrieu 2020). By the same token, rebel group apologies reflect 

a new relationship between the rebel group and the people. Whereas during conflict rebel groups 

may be seen as the enemy, illegal, illegitimate, or terrorists (Podder, 2017; Duyvesteyn, 2017) 

apologizing is a way to become legitimate as a political actor. In other words, to apologize 

(officially) is to take on a state-like role, potentially enhancing the legitimacy of rebel groups in 

the eyes or domestic actors and voters. Rebel groups are no longer the enemy or terrorists but 

rather legitimate political actors capable of acting like the state. Essentially, there are two 

strategies at play when a rebel group apologizes: first, they are offering an apology to their new 

constituency in order to increase support and the second is that they are using the apology to 

redefine who they are to the voting citizens of their country.  

The second category of hypotheses is referred to as Reconciliation-based because 

apologies happen in the context of transitional justice mechanisms. While transitional justice has 

been applied in post-conflict settings, how it includes non-state actors in those processes is still 

being explored. Transitional justice processes include criminal accountability, amnesties, truth 

seeking and reparations (Quinn, 2017). Truth seeking generally refers to truth commissions 

which Hayner defines as investigative bodies that focus on the past, investigate a pattern of abuse 

over a set time period (rather than a specific event), are temporary and deliver a final report, and 

are officially sanctioned or empowered by the state (Hayner, 2001, p. 14). Truth commissions are 

often sanctioned by rebel groups as part of peace accords (Hayner, 2001). 

Non-state actors are also part of other transitional justice processes such as criminal 

accountability and amnesties, including El Salvador, Colombia, Peru, and South Africa among 
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others (Hayner, 2001; Moffett, 2021). However, I limit the independent variable solely to truth 

commissions for two reasons: first, amnesties or criminal prosecution might lead to apologies for 

reasons such as avoiding jail time, which is beyond the scope of this paper. Second, truth 

commissions are focused on patterns of abuse, and uncover issues at the institutional level, often 

recommending institutional reform in their final reports (Hayner, 2001). At the same time, with 

the move to post-conflict contexts, truth commissions investigate patterns of abuse that occur 

during civil war and this often includes abuse committed by non-state actors as well (Bell, 2017). 

So, rather than suggest that rebel groups are likely to apologize if they are part of transitional 

justice processes, I argue that the overall presence of a truth commission creates incentives to 

apologize because they hold the group as a whole (or as an institution) responsible for war time 

abuses. 

H3: Rebel groups are more likely to apologize if there is a Truth Commission as part of 

the peace process or following conflict. 

The incentives to apologize include, first, that truth commissions offer a specific context for 

groups and individuals to admit guilt (Hayner, 2001; Zvobgo, 2020; Lawther, 2017). This 

context is two-fold: first, truth commissions may offer amnesties or forgiveness in exchange for 

truth-telling as was the case in South Africa and Colombia, among others (Hayner, 2001; 

Uprimny Yepes and Camilo Sánchez, 2017); this may encourage non-state actors to admit to 

atrocities. Second, truth commissions deliver a final report that is often made public and reported 

in the media. If those reports include that the truth commission found the rebel group to be 

responsible for atrocities, then groups may be incentivized to apologize. Another way truth 

commissions create incentives to apologize is by eliciting apologies from the state. Often truth 

commission reports are reported or presented to the state (Hayner, 2001; Tepperman, 2002) and 
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the state in turn may offer apologies; this apology may in turn incentivize non-state actors to 

apologize as well (especially when that actor is a political group). Finally, an overall societal 

move toward reconciliation may incentivize apologies as well. For example, truth commissions 

can be a way that society reckons with the past and often they have broad goals of national 

reconciliation (Gibson, 2006; Hayner, 2001; Zvobgo, 2020). Rebel groups apologize as a part of 

this process of reconciliation.  

 Finally, the data will raise questions about why it is risky for rebel groups to apologize 

and why rebel group apologies are rare. According to Nobles (2008), an apology is an 

“acknowledgement and moral evaluation of wrongdoing” (p. 28) so an apology by a non-state 

actor exposes them to several risks. First, this admission of wrongdoing might open the group or 

individuals to the risk of prosecution. Second, it might suggest that the war or cause itself was 

wrong. An apology from a non-state group would likely have to carefully walk this line of 

showing remorse for what happened while still maintaining that the cause itself was worthy and 

legitimate; this is common in the rebel apologies I explore later. Third, an apology might expose 

rebel groups to other forms of retribution. While not necessarily legally binding, apologies are 

public admissions of collective guilt which then raises questions about what accountability does 

look like if it is not prosecution. Apologies from rebel groups also bring up the issue of what a 

rebel group might owe based on what their status is. For example, if they become the 

government (via elections) might they owe more because of the resources at their disposal? 

Additionally, rebel groups are shown to have some obligations under international humanitarian 

law that could be relevant (Blázquez Rodríguez, 2018). With this in mind, I turn to empirical 

analysis to explain rebel group apologies. 
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Empirical Analysis 

Quantitative Analysis 

I test the hypotheses in the previous section using a series of regression analyses. The 

level of analysis is the rebel group; the dependent variable is whether the rebel group makes an 

apology. I create three separate models; for ease of interpretation, I estimate each model using 

ordinary least squares regression.  

For Hypothesis 1, the independent variable is restraint which is a proxy for rebel groups 

behaving in accordance with international norms. The measurement for restraint is drawn from 

Stanton’s data and measures “whether each…rebel group refrained from the most severe 

measures of civilian abuse. A government or rebel group is coded as having exercised restraint if 

it did not use any of the following forms of violence against civilians: massacres, scorched earth 

campaigns, forced expulsion of a particular ethnic or religious group from territory, or deliberate 

bombing and shelling of populated civilian targets” (Stanton 2016, p. 68). While Stanton codes 

for each of the four categories of violence, I use only the restraint variable.  

For hypothesis two, the independent variable is rebel groups that become political groups. 

The status of rebel groups is determined using Daly’s data; a rebel is defined as “the armed 

opposition organization” and a rebel successor party is defined as “the political party derived 

from this rebel belligerent” (Daly, 2020). While Daly codes for the type of elections that the 

group runs in as well as the election results, I test only whether they become a successor party.  

Becoming a successor party indicates that they sought votes and therefore apologies might be a 

part of a strategy to gain votes.3 

 
3 I limit the scope to the group becoming a successor party without considering how competitive the group is such as 
in a non-competitive democracy, for example. 
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For hypothesis three, the independent variable is a truth commission following conflict. 

Here, Bates, et. al. code for truth commissions and when they occur post-conflict (how many 

years) as well as other transitional justice mechanisms however I simplified this to test whether 

there was a commission at all (Bates, et al., 2020).  

In each of the three models, I include the following controls: duration of the conflict as 

longer conflicts could influence a group’s willingness to apologize; average battle death as low 

or high losses might influence whether an apology happens; I also control for GDP per capita. 

These variables are included in Stanton’s data (2016).  

Introducing a New Dataset on Rebel Group Apologies 

 To date, there is no dataset that tracks rebel group apologies; to test the hypotheses, this 

paper introduces a new dataset that accounts for rebel group apologies from rebel groups in all 

conflicts that ended between 1989 and 2010. This dataset builds off the dataset created by 

Stanton (2016). Stanton’s original dataset tracks government and rebel group violence against 

civilians with a list of cases taken from the Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP)/Peace 

Research Institute, Oslo (PRIO) Armed Conflict Dataset. UCDP/PRIO defines armed conflict as 

“a contested incompatibility that concerns government or territory or both where the use of 

armed force between two parties results in at least 25 battle-related deaths” and the conflict 

“offices between the government of a state and internal opposition groups” (Gleditsch et. al., 

2002). However, Stanton includes only cases of civil war in which there were at least 1,000 

battle-related deaths (from Fearon and Laitin, 2003; Doyle and Sambanis, 2006) which are 

categorized as civil wars in the UCDP/PRIO armed conflict dataset. Importantly, in countries 

with multiple rebel groups, Stanton includes each as a separate case of civil war. 
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Building on Stanton’s identification of cases, I use academic and news-specific search 

engines, including JStor, ProQuest and Nexus Uni—to determine whether the rebel group in 

each case apologized4. Scholarship on public or official state apologies (Cunningham, 2014; 

Govier and Verwoerd, 2002; Hopkins, 2020; Kampf and Löwenheim, 2012, etc.) suggests that 

they must include the following: first, they must be made by a properly sanctioned speaker—

someone authoritative who speaks for the group apologizing. Second, they must be enacted in a 

formal or ceremonial setting (it must be performed). Third, they need to be written and recorded 

and become part of the historic record. Fourth, they must be targeted at a specific group that was 

wronged. Fifth, they must include the acceptance of responsibility and not use language meant to 

mitigate that responsibility. And sixth, they should offer some form of reparation or restitution. 

For rebel group apologies, I modify these criteria and follow the lead of Chu and Kitagawa 

(2021) whose work focuses on expressions of remorse and acknowledgement as well as 

apologies.  My criteria for considering apologies by non-state actors is as follows: 

 First, the context must be following civil war. Somewhat self-explanatory, post-

authoritarian regimes might not have a non-state actor involved.5 This also excludes terrorist 

groups acting outside of the context of civil war, though many terrorist groups operate within a 

civil war context and many non-state actors utilize terrorist tactics. 

 Second, the apology must be on behalf of the group and must be made to another group 

or victims in general. This includes apologies made by spokespersons for the group or group 

leadership, however it excludes apologies made by individuals for their part in atrocities as well 

 
4 Google was used for confirmation when news and academic databases showed no results 
5 The truth and reconciliation commissions in Chile and Argentina did consider crimes committed by “leftists” or 
other similar groups. 
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as interpersonal apologies.6 This also excludes apologies made by former non-state actors who 

are acting as the state and apologizing to another state as an act of diplomacy; this happened 

specifically amongst former Yugoslav states. For example, in 2010, Croatia apologized to Bosnia 

for their role in the war; while the state of Croatia and its politicians came to be formed from the 

non-state actors of the Yugoslav wars (known as the Croatian Defense Forces or HVO), in this 

instance they were acting as the state and apologizing to another state (Zuvela and Taylor, 2010). 

I also exclude an apology made by Paul Kagame in 2004 because he was apologizing on behalf 

of the state of Rwanda and not the Rwandan Patriotic Front; similarly, apologies by Nelson 

Mandela on behalf of the South African state are excluded. 

 Third, the apology must be made in some official setting or capacity (such as an 

interview as leader of the group) and covered in news sources as such; this is to eliminate one-off 

apologies and those not made deliberately on behalf of the group. It also incorporates scholarship 

on what constitutes a “good” public apology. While non-state actor apologies may not become a 

part of the official record or written history, the official setting or capacity suggests that the 

apologies carry weight in the broader arena of public reception and perception. 

 I also consider the content of the apology. That is, some apologies are limited to specific 

acts within a conflict (such as kidnappings only) while others apologize for the conflict as a 

whole; the data accounts for both and the content of apologies will be relevant in qualitative 

analysis. I do not consider whether or not an apology was sincere (as this might be impossible to 

judge), nor do I differentiat what may be called “non-apologies.” In interpersonal relationships 

this might look like saying “sorry you feel that way” instead of “sorry for the harm I caused;” 

and in official apologies it might include passive language such as “sorry that lives were lost” 

 
6 For example, in 1998, two former Khmer Rouge officials apologized for their role in the mass killing that 
occurred; this was excluded as it was a personal apology versus a group apology despite how it was reported. 



 25 

instead of “sorry for the casualties we caused.” Further research could include a more in-depth 

parsing of the language of official apologies however that is outside the scope of this paper. 

Finally, I excluded apologies that were obviously made under duress or as a result of coercion at 

the individual level such as the case in Egypt when, in 2002, the Egyptian government forced 

prisoners from the militant group al-Gamaa al-Islamiyya to apologize (Hendawi, 2002). 

Beyond apologies, I also used the Civil War Successor Party dataset to determine if a 

rebel group became a political actor following conflict (Daly, 2020). Daly’s data is similarly 

built using the UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset, though with a wider range of dates (1970-

2015); it identifies the year that a rebel group was up for election, and I matched the rebel group 

and conflict dates to the data from Stanton. I also use the Global Transitional Justice Dataset 

(Bates, et al., 2020) in combination with a dataset of truth commissions created by Hayner 

(2001) to identify which conflicts were followed by truth commissions. To do this, I compared 

the end dates for conflicts in Stanton’s data with “transition” dates for truth commissions in the 

Global Transitional Justice Dataset as well as truth commission dates in Hayner’s data. This is 

inexact and will be discussed in the analysis section as well as appendix/code book. 

Descriptive Statistics 

 The data contains 104 rebel group-conflict pairs; I found evidence that nine of those 

groups made apologies. Table 1 below shows each of the rebel groups that apologized.7 To arrive 

at this list, I analyzed search results that showed news articles that suggested a rebel group 

apologized. From there, I used the previously stated criteria on apologies to determine if an 

apology was made.8 

 
7 News reports used to compile this list can be made available. 
8 Note that this process is difficult and inexact; for example, a news article in the Sydney Morning Herald in 2002 
suggested that the Timor-Leste rebel group-turned state was preparing an historic apology (Dodd, 2000) and another 
article in Reuters in 2008 reported that both the president of Indonesia and the President of Timor-Leste apologized 
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Table 1: List of Rebel Group Apologies 1989-2010 

Government Rebel Group 
Conflict 

Start Year 
Conflict 

End Year 
Apology 

Date 
Afghanistan [Najibullah 
government] 

Mujahideen (primarily 
Jamiat-i-Islami and Hezb-i-
Islami) 

1978 1992 2016 

Angola UNITA 1975 2002 2002 
Colombia FARC 1965 ongoing 2016, 2020 
Guatemala URNG 1966 1995 1999 
Rwanda ex-FAR, Interahamwe, 

FDLR, ALiR 
1997 2004 2005 

South Africa ANC 1976 1994 1997 
Uganda LRA (formerly UDCA) 1987 2010 2007 
Uganda ADF 1996 ongoing 2000 
United Kingdom PIRA 1970 1999 2002 

 

Only one group apologized for specific tactics—the FARC apologized for kidnapping in 

Colombia in 2020—whereas apologies for the entire conflict made up the majority of the nine 

apologies. For example, in Guatemala, the Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca 

(Guatemalan National Revolutionary Unity Group, or URNG) apologized broadly for 

“irreparable losses, injustices or offenses” (Reuters, 1999) or in Northern Ireland, the Irish 

Republican Army (IRA) apologized for “all of the deaths and injuries of non-combatants caused 

by us” (Cowan and Watt, 2002). Apologies were offered at press conferences or given over 

national radio networks. While half of the groups who apologized were successor parties 

according to Daly (2020), further analysis will show that most harbored political goals. A full list 

of apologies and the context surrounding them is found in the appendix. 

 

 

 
for bloodshed after the independence vote in 1999 (Rondonuwu, 2008). The first article does not actually have 
evidence of an apology and the second does not count as it is an official state act. 
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Results 

 Hypothesis 1: Ordinary least squares regression was used to test if rebel group restraint 

predicted rebel group apologies. The effect of the restraint variable is not statistically significant, 

with a p-value of .17. Table 2 presents the regression table for the first hypothesis. 

Table 2: Hypothesis 1 Results 

Dependent Variable: Rebel Group Apology       
Method: Ordinary Least Squares Regression     
       
  Coefficient Standard Error 95% Confidence Interval  P-Value 
Restraint -0.082 0.059 -0.2 to 0.035 0.17 
GDP (log) -0.004 0.029 -.06 to .053 0.89 
Duration 0.0006 0.0002  0.0002 to 0.0009 0.005 
Average Battle Deaths (log) 0.016 0.02 -.023 to .054 0.43 
       
Number of Observations 104     
R-squared 0.08       

 

 Hypothesis 2: Ordinary least squares regression was used to test if rebel groups that 

become civil war successor parties explain rebel group apologies. The effect of the successor 

party variable is not statistically significant with a p-value of .53. Table 3 presents the full 

regression table. 

Table 3: Hypothesis 2 Results 

Dependent Variable: Rebel Group Apology       
Method: Ordinary Least Squares Regression     
       

  Coefficient Standard Error 95% Confidence Interval  P-Value 
Successor Party 0.029 0.059 -0.087 to 0.145 0.623 
GDP (log) -0.0002 0.03 -.059 to .059 0.996 
Duration 0.0006 0.0002 0.0002 to 0.0009 0.006 
Average Battle Deaths (log) 0.012 0.019 -.027 to .05 0.55 
       
Number of Observations 104     
R-squared 0.078       
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 Hypothesis 3: Ordinary least squares regression was used to test if rebel groups are more 

likely to apologize if there is a truth commission after a conflict. The effect of the truth 

commission variable is not statistically significant with a p-value of .18. This supports the null 

hypothesis. Table 4 presents the full regression table.  

Table 4: Hypothesis 3 Results 

Dependent Variable: Rebel Group Apology       
Method: Ordinary Least Squares Regression     
       

  Coefficient Standard Error 95% Confidence Interval  P-Value 
Truth Commission 0.095 0.07 -.045 to .234 0.181 
GDP (log) 0.005 0.029 -.053 to .063 0.866 
Duration 0.0005 0.0002 0.0001 to 0.0009 0.009 
Average Battle Deaths (log) 0.014 0.191 -.024 to .052 0.46 
       
Number of Observations 104     
R-squared 0.091       

 

 Quantitative analysis suggests that potential explanations that associate apologies with 

how a group behaves during conflict are insufficient; in each of the models, almost none of the 

common correlates of rebel group behavior explains apologies by rebel groups. The relationship 

between an apology and the duration of the conflict is statistically significant in each of the three 

models, however the coefficient is too small to be meaningful. The data itself is limited by the 

sample size of nine apologies as well, therefore this association may be present but is not strong 

enough to show up in a regression. The quantitative data also suggests that the political context 

post-conflict does not explain rebel group apologies. However, a closer look at the data reveals 

that groups that apologize share commonalities that help explain the likelihood of an apology. I 

next turn to two paired comparisons to demonstrate that there are attributes of post-conflict 

political systems that help answer the research question: why do rebel groups apologize? 
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Paired Comparison Case Studies  

I proposed three hypotheses to explain rebel group apologies; the first used behavior 

during conflict to explain apologies and the second and third suggested that conditions following 

a conflict—political participation and truth commissions—could explain apologies. The 

regression analysis established that while the conditions in hypothesis two and three may be 

present in positive cases (when an apology occurs) they are also likely to be present in negative 

cases (when an apology does not occur). However, it is not just the presence of these variables 

that matters but also the effect they have on the political context for an apology. That is, when 

we consider the nine apologies, political participation and a truth commission seem to be 

important conditions for an apology.  

Table 5, below, shows that half of rebel groups that apologized were also political parties 

and that, of those five, four of rebel groups that apologized did so in countries that had truth 

commissions. I included truth commissions drawn from research as well as consultation with the 

Global Transitional Justice Dataset (Bates, et. al., 2020) and the Transitional Justice Research 

Collaborative Dataset (Dancy, et. al., 2014) however, as will be discussed, the complexities of 

transitional justice mechanisms are difficult to capture and outside the scope of this paper. 
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Table 5: Rebel Group Apologies 1989-2021 

Government Rebel Group 

Conflict 
Start 
Year 

Conflict 
End 
Year 

Apology 
Date Restraint 

Successor 
Party 

Truth 
Commission 

Afghanistan 

Mujahideen 
(primarily 
Jamiat-i-Islami 
and Hezb-i-
Islami) 

1978 1992 2016 Yes No* No 

Angola UNITA 1975 2002 2002 No Yes No 
Colombia FARC 1965 ongoing 2020 No Yes Yes 
Guatemala URNG 1966 1995 1999 No Yes Yes 

Rwanda 
ex-FAR, 
Interahamwe, 
FDLR, ALiR 

1997 2004 2005 No No No 

South Africa ANC 1976 1994 1997 Yes Yes Yes 

Uganda LRA (formerly 
UDCA) 1987 2010 2007 No No No 

Uganda ADF 1996 ongoing 2000 No No No 
United 

Kingdom PIRA 1970 1999 2002 No Yes 
proposed/ 
ongoing* 

 

I return to the initial logic behind each of these hypotheses: first, the Audience-based hypotheses 

suggested that rebel groups will use apologies to garner support for their cause and second, the 

Reconciliation-based hypothesis suggested that truth commissions provide an opportunity and 

context for an apology. Regarding the Audience-based hypotheses, the audience following 

conflict is salient; it is not that rebel groups are no longer looking for support, it is that now the 

support must come from their constituencies in the form of votes rather than materials, political, 

or military support from another state (Stanton, 2016). Truth commissions then offer further 

incentives and platforms for an apology. 

To elicit the conditions for apologies, I use two paired comparisons which are a 

qualitative research method that compares two cases with similar circumstances or variables, but 

variations in a dependent variable that can be attributed to differences in the independent variable 

(Tarrow, 2010). The advantage of a paired comparison is that it allows for a more in-depth 
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exploration of specific conditions in a case that are not represented in large-n qualitative analysis 

as shown earlier in this paper. Paired comparisons can also use process tracing to determine if a 

sequence of events is explained by a theory or, in this case, the independent variable (Tarrow, 

2010; Bennett, 2008). 

In the first paired comparison, the hypothesis to be tested is that rebel groups that become 

political groups after conflict are more likely to apologize. I will compare the cases of the Peru 

and Colombia; only the FARC in Colombia transitioned to a political group and apologized. For 

the second paired comparison, the hypothesis under scrutiny is that rebel groups apologize when 

transitional justice mechanisms are at place, specifically a truth commission. I will compare the 

cases of Nicaragua and Guatemala; only in Guatemala was there a truth commission and an 

apology. Table 6 illustrates the paired comparisons. 

Table 6: Rebel Group Apologies Paired Comparisons 

Country Political Party Truth Commission Apology 
Peru No Yes No 

Colombia Yes Yes Yes 
Nicaragua Yes No No 
Guatemala Yes Yes Yes 

 

All cases are from Latin America although apologies have been observed in European, 

African, and Asian conflicts as well. While Latin America is not a monolith, the cases share 

many similarities which is key for a paired comparison. That is, these similarities account for 

other explanations of apologies and allow the independent variables to be isolated. Latin 

America has famously (or infamously) seen numerous conflicts arise in the post-World War II 

era. These conflicts have often centered around land issues and divisions between elites and 

peasants, often known as campesinos, as well as indigenous populations. 
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During the Cold War, these conflicts crystallized as leftist rebel groups used campesino 

struggles to build support for revolution, and right-leaning governments responded harshly. To 

complicate this, both sides often had support from third party states, namely the United States or 

Soviet Union. In each of the four cases, the leftist groups share similar ideologies. There is 

variation among the leftist ideologies—and I address the Maoist underpinnings of Sendero 

Luminoso—yet all envisioned a new leftist (Marxist/socialist) state. This is important as it helps 

account for potential ideological differences that might lend themselves to an apology. All rebel 

groups also employed guerilla tactics and therefore the state relied on counterinsurgency tactics 

to fight them. These tactics are important in discussing apologies because they necessarily paint 

the rebel groups as the enemy. Rebel groups therefore face a crisis of legitimacy as soon as they 

become political groups: how can “the enemy” now become a viable, sanctioned participant in 

the democratic process (Peceny and Stanley, 2010)? Finally, each of these conflicts happen in 

countries that already had some form of democracy, even during the conflict (Arnson, 1999). 

Political Group Paired Comparison: Peru and Colombia 

 One reason becoming a political group is not necessarily correlated with an apology in 

the qualitative analysis is because rebel groups often become political groups. Per Daly, “civil 

war successor parties emerge out of almost every conflict termination” (Daly, 2020) however 

Daly’s assessment includes both state actors and non-state actors. When matched with Stanton’s 

data (2016) of conflict/rebel group pairs, 44 (of 104) groups became political parties following 

conflict,9  and of those groups, only four apologized. Here I count a fifth—Hezb al-Islami in 

Afghanistan—as the apology was part of the path to political participation. 

 
9 This match is inexact as groups listed on Stanton’s data are not listed in Daly’s data and vice versa; a full list of 
rebel groups that became successor parties in listed in the appendix. 



 33 

  Another reason for this lack of correlation is that elections themselves are also becoming 

a key feature of the post-conflict landscape. Provisions for rebel groups to become political 

participants are common in peace agreements and the United Nations also uses elections as a 

peacekeeping tool in many of its missions (Matanock, 2017; Doyle and Higgins, 1995). There is 

good reason for this too: peace settlements that have electoral participation elements are more 

enduring (Matanock, 2017) and political participation is a way of enacting what Bell calls 

“Clausewitz in reverse” whereby politics becomes war by other means (Doyle and Higgins, 

1995; Bell, 2017). Not only do elections offer rebel groups a way to participate in the post-

conflict landscape, but “bullets to ballots” also helps resolve trust issues present during 

negotiations (Matanock, 2017). That is, if a rebel group is guaranteed political participation, they 

are offered incentives to demobilize as well as assurance of continued existence (Matanock, 

2017). 

 Although many rebel groups who become political parties do not apologize, becoming a 

political participant is still a key commonality among rebel groups that do apologize. Here, the 

apology is a way of further establishing the rebel group as a political participant; in some cases 

(Afghanistan, for example) it is a necessary step before a group can participate in politics and in 

other cases, it is a way for the political wing of a rebel group to distance itself from the armed 

wing (as happened in Northern Ireland, for example). Apologies also suggest that rebel groups 

now have a new constituency to answer to. During the conflict, rebel groups saw third party 

actors, such as other states, as a key constituency because they received material support from 

them (Stanton, 2016); they also relied on support via information from supporters in territory 

they held (Lewis, 2020; Kalyvas, 2006). After a conflict, rebel groups-turned-political groups 

must appeal to a wider range of constituents domestically and an apology helps them do this: 
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apologies address victims broadly; apologies focus on peace and reconciliation versus garnering 

support for a rebellion; and apologies enable rebel groups to take on a state-like role in issuing a 

public, political apology. In the words of Nobles (2008), apologies help recharacterize the 

relationship between states and their citizens; this holds true for rebel groups and the electorate. 

Other instances where this has happened include Angola, Colombia, South Africa, and Timor-

Leste; here I compare the case of Peru where Sendero Luminoso did not apologize and 

Colombia, where the FARC did. 

Peru 

After the Colombian conflict, the Peruvian civil war with Sendero Luminoso, known as 

the Internal Conflict, is the longest lasting civil war in Latin America; Sendero Luminoso is 

renown in the literature for its brutality and violence (Palmer, 2017; Theidon, 2013). Like the 

other cases, Peru has long-played host to political struggles born out as land struggles and its 

mountainous geography is a part of this; it is also an example of geography preventing the state 

from effective control over all regions and land and thus Peru has maintained regions with less 

state influence than others. Most scholarship cites Ayacucha as the city and region where Peru’s 

Internal Conflict originated, in part because of its location in the Andes and its relative isolation 

from the rest of Peru (Starn, 1995). Despite its isolation, conflict stemmed from economic 

divisions that reflected society at large, a legacy of Spanish colonialism. On one hand, Ayacucha 

has always been a diverse crossroads in Latin America and was home to elite landowners as well 

as the indigenous Quechua people. On the other, it remained stratified by wealth, and divided by 

the rich on one side and the poor on the other (Starn, 1995). 

 Before the Internal Conflict, Peru also saw several coups that centered around leftist or 

rightist ideology interspersed with elections and a move toward democracy (Soifer, 2017). Peru 
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also continued to face extreme poverty and a lack of development with rural areas like Ayacucha 

hit the hardest. Against this backdrop of land issues and poverty, communist groups gained 

popularity, especially in the universities and among the middle class (Starn, 1995). By the 1980s 

numerous progressive policies seemed to move Peru left of center and potentially resolve land 

issues that would provoke rebellion. However, Sendero Luminoso was just gaining momentum 

(Degregori, et. al., 2012). Inspired by Maosim and the Chinese cultural revolution, university 

professor Abimael Guzmán formed the Partido Comunista del Perú–Sendero Luminoso 

(Communist Party of Peru—Shining Path, or Sendero) in 1980. The Maoist group increasingly 

relied on land divisions in Ayacucha to recruit poor peasants and shore up their own power. 

Sendero was committed to Marxism and emphasized class struggle as well as the fight against 

capitalism and imperialism. It was also committed to violent struggle, with Guzmán “citing Mao 

Zedong to contend that 'violence is a universal law...and without revolutionary violence one class 

cannot be substituted for another, an old order cannot be overthrown to create a new one’” 

(Central Committee of the Communist Party of Peru, Interview with Chairman Gonzalo, in 

Starn, 1995). 

 The Peruvian conflict is often characterized by scholars as particularly brutal. Sendero 

Luminoso is known for tactics such as juicio popular (people’s justice) wherein civilians were 

accused of collaborating with the state and promptly executed, as well as mass violence and rape. 

At the same time, the state labelled Sendero “terrorists” and waged a traditional 

counterinsurgency war as part of what it called an antiterrorism campaign (Theidon, 2013). It 

would be easy to say that civilians were caught in the middle of this, however, Theidon 

characterizes the conflict as all-consuming in which families “learned how to kill each other” and 

victims lived in the same village as perpetrators (Theidon, 2017). Sendero also famously rejected 
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the idea of human rights (and democracy) as bourgeois and antithetical to a Maoist revolution 

(Theidon, 2017). While Sendero claimed it was fighting a people’s war and tried to appeal to 

land and other socioeconomic grievances, it is known for its commitment to violence and 

frequent acts of brutality thus Sendero came to be strongly disliked by the citizens of Peru 

(Soifer, 2017). 

 Guzmán was captured in 1992 along with several top leaders and since then, Sendero’s 

power has declined significantly (Rios, 2019). They have been active as a terrorist organization 

and their tactics have included kidnappings as well as car bombings, but the Peruvian state 

continues to capture leadership including Óscar Ramírez Durán, known as Comrade Feliciano, in 

1999 (Faiola, 1999), and Florindo Eleuterio Flores Hala, known as Comrade Artemio, in 2012 

(El Comercio Perú, 2012). Guzmán’s capture in 1992 came under the presidency of Alberto 

Fujimori who pursued the antiterrorism campaign with an absolutist and authoritarian bent (Ríos, 

2019). Fujimori eventually fled Peru in a corruption scandal in 2000 and in 2001, a truth 

commission was established by his successor, Alejandro Toledo. The mandate for the truth 

commission was to determine the scale of violence and advise on reparations (among other 

things) and the commission determined that over 69,000 people had died in the conflict, nearly 

double the initial counts (Ball, 2003). Additionally, the truth commission attributed 54% of those 

deaths to Sendero and 37% to the state, however these numbers are disputed by scholars. 

Notably, Rendon (2019) attributes 46% of deaths to Sendero and 30% to the Peruvian state; this 

discrepancy represents different methods of data collection. 

The group has largely been defeated through capture or military victory and while many 

of its leadership is in prison and has sought to negotiate with the government, none have offered 

an apology for their brutality. Indeed, anthropologist Orin Starn has cited his own interviews 
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with imprisoned members of Sendero and said they would never apologize for what they saw as 

a “just fight” (Ferreri, 2019. Because Sendero has been largely defeated, an apology might not 

make sense, however an apology could help members gain leniency in jail time. Additionally, 

the truth commission findings could have further incentivized an apology given that it blamed 

Sendero for a majority of deaths that occurred. However, Sendero also had stronger incentives 

not to apologize: first, an apology could have undermined Sendero’s cause which was socialist 

revolution at any and all costs. Second, they no longer had a constituency, external or internal, 

that they needed to appeal to for votes. The cause could not evolve beyond socialist revolution 

because it was effectively defeated and so remaining Senderos had no reason to change strategy 

or tactics. Finally, Sendero Luminoso as a group ceased to exist; while factions remained most of 

the leadership was jailed and the group as it was completely dissolved and effectively there was 

no group to apologize on behalf of (Degregori, et. al., 2012). 

Colombia 

 Colombia has experienced nine civil wars since its founding in 1810; the current iteration 

of violence can trace its origins to La Violencia (The Violence) which began in 1948, though 

some scholars argue that the ongoing civil war is a separate conflict from La Violencia because 

of the dynamics (Steele, 2017). La Violencia echoed previous civil wars which were split along 

primarily along political lines of conservatives and liberals, largely due to the electoral system’s 

winner-take-all features. Over time, conservative and liberal identities “became deeply ingrained 

and were passed down from one generation to the next (Schoultz 1972 in Steele, 2017). Land 

was also a crucial source of wealth as well as a tension point in civil conflicts in Colombia, and 

liberal politicians often supported the concerns of peasants who worked the lands. Colombia’s 

geography has lent itself to several frontiers; in the 1870s, Colombian migrants—called 
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colonos—left the cities in the highlands and migrated to lowland commercial centers (LeGrand, 

2003). Eventually the wealthy consolidated this land for commercial purposes, forcing colonos 

off the land and forming a major underlying cause of conflict that continues today (LeGrand, 

2003). Toward the end of La Violencia in the 1950s, the government established tribunals to help 

adjudicate land disputes, however they were largely ineffective in addressing both land issues 

and the displacement caused by civil war (Steele, 2017). La Violencia ended in 1958 with what 

LeGrand calls “a gentleman’s agreement” in which the elites of the liberal and conservative 

parties agreed to a power-sharing arrangement in which each party would alternately hold the 

presidency (2003). While this agreement helped end the civil war between the liberal and 

conservative parties, the land issues remained and became fertile ground for the rise of left-wing 

rebellions. 

La Violencia is notably different from other civil wars in Colombia because it gave rise 

to self-defense forces and other small armed groups. According to Steele, legacies of 

displacement and land issues, as well as a state unwilling to address them, meant groups began to 

form and operate and govern in territories where the state had little reach (2017). While the state 

largely ignored these regions, elite demands led to the state cracking down on them and in 

response, the FARC formed after an attack on the autonomous enclave of Marquetalia (Steele, 

2017). While Steele characterizes the FARC ideology as being oriented to peasants but not the 

proletariat (thus not fully Marxist), Ortiz suggests that they started with a strong Marxist-Leninist 

ideology that evolved over time (Ortiz, 2002). Both would agree that the FARC was deeply 

connected to the people of Colombia and according to Ortiz, the FARC came to represent itself 

as an alternative to the incompetent government of Colombia (2002). Along with the FARC were 
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several other left-wing groups, notably the Ejército de Liberación Nacional (National Liberation 

Army, or ELN) which still exists today. 

As the FARC grew through the 1970s and 1980s, so did the drug trade (LeGrand, 2003). 

First was marijuana (growing and trafficking), followed by cocaine which was at first grown in 

Peru and Bolivia and processed through Colombia on its way to the United States (LeGrand, 

2003). Over time, Colombians grew cocaine as well and another migration echoing the colonos 

of the 1800s began with thousands of families migrating from the cities to the cocaine-producing 

regions of the south (LeGrand, 2003). There, the FARC acted as the local government and levied 

heavy taxes on all parts of the cocaine economy (LeGrand, 2003). At the same time, wealthy 

drug lords invested their profits in rural cattle ranches and the FARC raised funds by kidnapping 

the families of drug lords in these areas. According to LeGrand (2003), this gave rise to 

paramilitary groups who could protect the wealthy from the FARC. At the time, the state passed 

laws allowing for the existence of private paramilitaries for protection, but over time 

coordination between the state and paramilitaries deepened (LeGrand, 2003).  

 So, through the 1990s, the FARC evolved even more as a military force, taking 

advantage of the narcotics trade to boost their own prosperity and security; the group also came 

to rely on extortion and kidnapping to fund its activities. Concurrently, the paramilitaries became 

even more powerful and both groups visited atrocities on the civilians that occupied the lands 

they wished to hold (LeGrand, 2003). This means that the Colombian conflict has several actors: 

the left-wing groups, notably the FARC; the paramilitaries, the state of Colombia, and the 

Colombian army which waged a counterinsurgency against the FARC (Steele, 2017). Colombia 

is also unique in that it has seen several peace deals come and go over time. Two that are key for 

understanding the FARC apology are known as Law 975 and Law 1820. 
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 Law 975, known as the Peace and Justice Law, was passed in 2005 and was meant to 

incorporate paramilitaries into the judicial process. The law was born out of secret negotiations 

between the paramilitaries under the umbrella group Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (United 

Self-Defense Groups of Colombia, or AUC) and was hailed by several government officials as a 

transformative transitional justice process (Lozano and Morris, 2015). In fact, it reflected Bell’s 

characterization of transitional justice as an ongoing negotiation between the state and non-state 

groups that reflected relative power (Bell, 2017). In this instance, over 35,000 paramilitaries 

demobilized, and a process was set up to hear testimonies from victims and their families. The 

law was meant to create a process for paramilitary reintegration as well as prosecution for the 

worst offenses but would only apply to combatants who applied to and participated in the 

process. Of 5,000 applicants only 130 went through criminal justice and peace proceedings and 

the AUC negotiated for a maximum sentence of eight years for those convicted of more serious 

crimes. (Uprimny and Saffon, 2009; Uprimny and Sanchez, 2017). In some ways this paved the 

way for Law 1820, known as the Amnesty Law, part of the peace deal with the FARC. The 

FARC negotiated a similar minimum sentence based specifically on the Peace and Justice Law 

though Law 1820 is much more extensive and focuses more on land tenure reform and victims’ 

rights as well.  

In 2016, the FARC signed a historic peace agreement with then-President Juan Manuel 

Santos and seemingly surrendered its weapons to the United Nations (UN); this became Law 

1820. Note, however, that the initial peace agreement was rejected via referendum, but the final 

agreement was accomplished through legislative maneuvering and without popular support. 

Since then, the peace has seemed tenuous at best (Arredondo, 2019). The FARC has attempted to 

transform itself into a political group called the Fuerza Alternativa Revolucionaria del Común 
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(Common Alternative Revolutionary Forces); additionally, the peace accords guaranteed them 

10 seats in the legislature through 2026 (Arredondo, 2019). The lengthy peace accords also make 

extensive provisions for truth seeking and reconciliation, something that was a key feature at the 

signing of the accords themselves—doves were released, officials and the audience wore white, 

and both sides gave speeches (Orozco, 2017). At this time, the FARC’s commander, known as 

Timochenko, apologized saying “I would like to ask for forgiveness for all the pain that we may 

have caused during this war” (BBC, 2016; Orozco, 2017). 

More recently in 2020, the former military FARC apologized for the kidnappings they 

carried out saying “We want to acknowledge, with the sentiment of humanity and reconciliation, 

that during the conflict the FARC also caused great pain with the retention of people for 

ransom…” (2020). The second apology illustrates several concepts mentioned previously: first, 

in the second apology, the FARC apologized only for kidnapping; in the first they apologized for 

“pain they may have cause.” This allows them to apologize but not undermine their cause; it is so 

specific that what is left unsaid is key. They do not apologize for the rebellion nor for atrocities 

and the language itself is passive enough that they avoid calling attention to the group doing 

wrong but rather the tactics themselves. Second, the apology represents “political maturity… and 

the result of the new civilian role that FARC has committed to play” according to the 

International Center for Transitional Justice (2020), reflecting the FARC’s new role as a political 

actor as opposed to violent actor. Third, the apology may also reflect what Rowen calls “the 

manipulation of transitional justice”: the FARC may have been apologizing because it was 

required of them (and is alluded to in the peace agreement) however other armed groups, such as 

state-linked paramilitaries, did not have to apologize (Rowen, 2017). 
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Analysis 

 In both cases, Peru and Colombia, the following factors hold true: first, a Communist 

insurgency; second, a harsh state crackdown; third, a peace process and truth commission that 

holds rebel groups responsible for civilian deaths and atrocities. In Colombia, the FARC 

apologized specifically because they were a functioning political group and had both the 

platform to apologize as well as incentives to do so. On the other hand, the truth commission in 

Peru blamed Sendero Luminoso for a majority of civilian deaths yet Sendero remained 

unapologetic, even in jail. They lacked a cohesive group that could be represented in an apology 

and further had little incentive to apologize as they had no base of supporters to appeal to in an 

election. The transitional justice and truth commission context is still important, and the next 

section elucidates this further. 

Truth Commission Paired Comparison: Nicaragua and Guatemala 

 The earliest instance of a rebel group apology came from the African National Congress 

(ANC) in 1999 and was made in testimony before the South African Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission (CNN, 1997). The most recent public apology was made by the FARC) in 2020. In 

both instances, the transitional justice processes in the background played an important role in 

the apology; the ANC directly participated in the truth commission via their apology and the 

FARC’s apology reflected a continued emphasis on transitional justice in Colombia (Roccatello, 

2020). Other instances of apologies happening in the context of transitional justice mechanisms, 

which I count as amnesties or truth commissions, include Angola, Indonesia, Rwanda, South 

Africa, Uganda, and Guatemala.10 

 
10 In Northern Ireland, the British government formed an inquiry into the Bloody Sunday Massacre and additional 
amnesties and a truth commission are being debated; in Angola, a truth commission is being formed as of writing. 
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 As previously mentioned, transitional justice includes a range of mechanisms such as 

trials, amnesties, truth commissions, reparations, restorative justice and rehabilitation, traditional 

or modified justice procedures (such as the gacaca courts in Rwanda) and even symbolic 

measures like memorials or statue removals or renaming streets (Quinn, 2017; Villamil and 

Balcells, 2021). Capturing this in the data is complex for three reasons; first, what counts as 

“transitional justice” is addressed differently by different scholars. For example, Hayner focuses 

on truth commissions and post-authoritarian contexts whereas more modern scholars focus on 

the broader range of mechanisms (Hayner, 2001; Bates, et. al., 2021). Among datasets on 

transitional justice, there is inconsistency in which countries are coded for having had one or not. 

Second, it is difficult to capture who the transitional justice mechanism applies to and often these 

mechanisms leave out non-state actors. For example, El Salvador’s truth commission attributed 

15% of fatalities to the rebel group FLMN but does not give further details nor are the FMLN 

part of other transitional justice mechanisms in El Salvador (Betancur, et. al., 1993). However, 

because transitional justice mechanisms are a way of acknowledging or confronting the past and 

attempting reconciliation, it is not surprising that apologies (seen as a symbolic form of 

reparations) occur concurrently. Additionally, truth commissions conclude their work by issuing 

a report; this event often involves media and some sort of public acknowledgement from the 

state. In turn, the release of the report creates the impetus or platform for an apology from both 

the state and rebel group. The following comparison illustrates the lack of this dynamic in 

Nicaragua and the presence of this dynamic in Guatemala. 

Nicaragua 

 Nicaragua’s history mirrors that of other Latin American countries with independence 

from Spain followed by violent conflict. After independence in 1821, Nicaragua saw decades of 
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war between liberals and conservatives. The conflict was largely between elite political 

participants though violence affected all of society and political and economic instability reigned 

(Bothmann, 2014). In the late 1800s, conservative forces took control and oversaw a period of 

growth and modernization as well as the expansion of the coffee industry. This was followed by 

liberal rule under President José Santos Zelaya who introduced reforms like a liberal 

constitution, equal rights laws, and land ownership reform (Bothmann, 2014). However, more so 

than other Latin American countries, Nicaragua’s history becomes increasingly linked with the 

United States starting in the late 1800s when US intervention and later occupation forced Zelaya 

out in favor of leadership amenable to the United States’ economic interests (Bothmann, 2014). 

After the 1930’s when US involvement decreased under President Herbert Hoover, Nicaragua 

was ruled by a dynastic dictatorship under General Anastasio Somoza Garcia and his 

descendants through the 1960s (Bothmann, 2014). 

 In the 1960’s, continued resistance to the Somoza dynasty took shape in the Frente 

Sandinista de Liberación Nacional (Sandinista Liberation Front, or FSLN). Founded in 

Honduras, the organization was made up of intellectuals inspired by the Cuban revolution and 

supposedly fought on behalf of the poor and marginalized; the group had a strong anti-American 

bent and also advocated for agrarian revolution (Puig and Wright, 2010). FSLN first faced 

several military defeats, but its members received training and support from liberation 

movements across the globe including those in Cuba, Jordan, and Lebanon. The FSLN 

reemerged and gained strength through the 1970s, leading to a successful insurrection, and it 

took power in 1979 (Puig and Wright, 2010). 

 Like other regimes in Nicaragua, the FSLN was plagued with instability from the 

beginning with opposition developing rapidly. In 1981, Fuerza Democrática Nicaragüense 
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(Nicaraguan Democratic Force, or FDN) formed and thus began what is known as the Contra 

Wars which lasted through 1990 (Walker, 2019). FDN enjoyed military support from Argentina 

and Honduras as well as the United States, plus domestic support from those opposed to the 

FSLN (Walker, 2019). FDN was part of an umbrella of counterrevolutionary groups, or contras, 

which included other conservative opposition groups as well as indigenous groups from the 

Atlantic coastal regions (Bothmann, 2014). Like other Latin American conflicts, the indigenous 

groups were caught between the two sides and arrested and accused of sympathizing with the 

FDN or massacred by the FDN for supposedly supporting the FSLN (Bothmann, 2014).11 All 

told, the FSLN wars are estimated to have killed 50,000 people prior to 1980 and the Contra 

Wars are estimated to have killed 31,000 people (Walker, 2019).  

 The Contra Wars lasted through 1989 as a low intensity conflict with signs of democratic 

opening among the Sandinista junta throughout (Spalding, 1999). Here, Spalding argues that 

FSLN was eventually drawn to negotiate with the FDN because of the economic costs of war and 

its declining popularity as opposed to military stalemate (Spalding, 1999). Negotiations first took 

place among all five Latin American Presidents in 1986 in Esquipulas, Mexico leading to the 

Esquipalus Accords which called for, among other things, democratic elections in Nicaragua 

(Spalding, 1999). This was followed by direct negotiations between FSLN and FDN in 1988 

with the Sapoá Accords leading to a 60-day ceasefire that was eventually violated (Bothmann, 

2014). What ended the war was a combination of regime change via elections as well as in-

fighting among the FDN (Spalding, 1999). On the one hand, the FDN splintered, though its 

factions joined with other groups opposed to the FSLN; 14 of these groups united to form a 

political party under the banner of Unión Nacional Opositora (National Opposition Union, or 

 
11 In 1987, indigenous regions were granted autonomy from the state and thus were no longer part of the Contra 
Wars (Bothmann, 2014).  
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UNO); on the other, in elections in 1990, FSLN lost to UNO and Violetta Chamorro was elected 

President (Spalding, 2014). In Spalding’s telling, when FDN broke up, the Contra War “simply 

collapsed” (p. 37) and an abrupt transition ensued (Spalding, 2014). However, the FDN and 

Contras continued to be active politically as Partido Resistencia Nicaragüense (Nicaraguan 

Resistance Party, or PRN) (Bothmann, 2014; Daly, 2020).   

 What transitional justice there was after 1990 is minimal: there were no truth 

commissions, no prosecutions, a general amnesty, and reparations only in the form of piecemeal 

laws in support of former combatants (Bothmann, 2014). The lack of an apology from FSLN or 

FDN/PRN is closely related to the lack of transitional justice mechanisms. First, Bothmann notes 

that there is in general a lack of scholarship on Nicaragua and especially a lack of transitional 

justice scholarship (Bothmann, 2014). What literature does exist characterizes the conflict and 

peace process in terms of democratization or the United States’ involvement (Bothmann, 2014; 

Spalding, 1999; Walker, 2019). However, in her book on the lack of transitional justice in 

Nicaragua, Bothmann asserts that this was due to several factors, including first, a general policy 

of borrón y cuenta nueva which roughly translates to the English idiom “let bygones be 

bygones.” Bothmann shows that Nicaraguan elites and society in general preferred to draw a line 

and forget the past (2014). Second, Bothmann argues that a lack of political interest among 

FLSN, FDN/PRN or President Chamorro also limited transitional justice mechanisms from being 

used; and third, that a lack of demand among victims and Nicaraguan society for truth telling or 

justice also resulted in a lack of transitional justice in Nicaragua (Bothmann, 2014). 

 The lack of transitional justice may also reflect another dynamic in Nicaragua whereby 

the Sandinista revolution remade institutions in a way that negated the need for transitional 

justice. I refer to Hayner’s conceptualization of truth commissions as being meant to uncover 
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patterns of abuse by the state and thus often recommending institutional reform as part of their 

final reports (Hayner, 2001). These reforms can occur because of truth commissions or as part of 

transitional justice processes overall; they can include professionalization of the military, 

lustration (getting rid of bad apples), as well as dissolving institutions entirely, as was the case in 

El Salvador where the Guardia Nacional (National Guard) and the Policia de Haciena (Treasury 

Police), as well as two official paramilitary entities, were disbanded (Zamora and Holiday, 

2007). In the case of Nicaragua, after the Sandinistas took power, they dismissed the country’s 

corrupt police force and replaced it with an entirely new group of officers (Yashar, 2018). 

Yashar says 

“arguably the Sandinistas’ most enduring impact was on the country’s coercive 

institutions (the military and police). The Sandinistas abolished the much-despised 

National Guard…they forged two new institutions: the Ejército Popular Sandinista (the 

Sandinista Popular Army) and the Ministerio del Interior (the ministry of the interior) 

which included the Sandinista police” (Yashar, 2018, p. 285). 

Essentially this reform accomplished some of the goals of transitional justice; Yashar also shows 

that the new police forces were non-partisan and professional. Following the Sandinista’s 

electoral losses, further institutional reform led to further autonomy from the revolutionary 

Sandinista party (Yashar, 2018). Thus, on top of borrón y cuenta nueva, a lack of interest in 

transitional justice mechanisms may have reflected what Yashar says were high levels of trust in 

the police forces (Yashar, 2018). 

 While Bothmann shows that a lack of transitional justice has led to contested memories, 

narratives, and history in Nicaragua, it also means that neither actor apologized. A lack of 

transitional justice or any form of prosecutions also limited accountability that might lead to an 
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apology. Without a truth commission uncovering crimes and atrocities, there was also no need to 

apologize, and no platform to apologize from (such as a press conference around the release of 

the truth commission, for example). And, without a systematic way of accounting for victims and 

their families, there was no one to offer an apology to; society at large was also not clamoring for 

one (Bothmann, 2014). 

Guatemala 

 Like each of the conflicts explored in depth, Guatemala is characterized by some scholars 

as the bloodiest and longest-lasting conflict in Latin America. These characterizations are not 

necessarily wrong but rather depend on what years are used to characterize the conflict’s 

beginning and end and therefore what is included as part of the conflict in terms of actors and 

events. In the case of Guatemala, this characterization is based on the civil war beginning in the 

1960s with 1979-1984 constituting the most intense time of the civil war. Like other Latin 

American countries, Guatemala has seen decades of violence and civil war. It has also seen 

multiple dictatorships; thus democratization is a key part of its emergence from civil war, as well 

as the peace and transitional justice processes that were put in place. 

 Since its independence in 1821, Guatemala experienced violence and tension over land 

distribution, with the United States supporting several dictatorships that were amenable to US 

policies and, in particular, the United Fruit Company (Streeter, 2000). In the 1940s, a pro-

democracy coup ousted Jorge Ubico and a decade of reforms followed, with many of the policies 

focused on land redistribution and reform as well as banking reforms that benefitted Guatemala’s 

poor and indigenous populations (Phelps, 2014). However, this decade of relative peace ended in 

1954 with a coup that overthrew then-president Jacobo Árbenz and the military was in charge 

until elections in 1958. Most scholars cite this period as the beginning of the Guatemalan Civil 
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War with an attempted coup in 1960 that saw an insurgency begin with fighters trained in Cuba 

(Fuentes Cordoba, 2020). Throughout the 1960s, the conflict took place in eastern regions 

occupied by ladinos (non-indigenous populations) but over time the conflict shifted to western 

regions occupied by indigenous populations where guerilla groups could gain territory (Azpuru, 

1999). 

 During this time, the conflict took on the Cold War dimensions of the world surrounding 

it as rebel groups turned to communist ideology and support while the military dictatorship 

turned to the US for support in fighting a communist insurgency (Azpuru, 1999). In the 1970s 

there were four rebel groups—Fuerzas Armadas Rebeldes (Rebel Armed Fores), Organización 

del Pueblo en Armas (Organization of the People in Arms), Ejército Guerrillero de los Pobres 

(Guerilla Army of the Poor), and Núcleo de Dirección Nacional del Partido Guatemalteco del 

Trabajo (National Directive Nucleus of the Guatemalan Party of Labor)—with each group 

drawing support from poor or indigenous populations. To counteract these groups, the state 

began a policy of “indiscriminate terror” (Azpuru, 1999) in line with the adage of “draining the 

sea” of support for guerilla groups (Valentino, 2004). At the same time, the guerillas continued 

to gain territory and in 1982 united as Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca 

(Guatemalan Revolutionary National Party, or URNG). 

From 1979 to 1983, the military pursued an all-out counterinsurgency that left no room 

for nuance; anyone not with the state was labeled a subversive and space for political expression 

disappeared (Azpuru, 1999). Another coup followed placing dictator Rios Montt in power in 

1982 until he was overthrown in 1983 and replaced by General Oscar Mejía (Azpuru, 1999). 

This history of repeated coups is important because in the end it led to a gradual democratic 

opening marked by general elections in 1985 which allowed for any political party to participate; 
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in turn, this democratic opening helped the peace process to proceed (Azpuru, 1999). On top of 

this, a major army offensive failed in 1988 and the empowered URNG was willing to negotiate 

when they had not been before; this was also due to the fall of the Soviet Union which suggested 

that the revolution was not likely to be successful (Azpuru, 1999). Peace negotiations and 

democratization occurred hand in hand through the early 1990s with a final accord signed in 

1996. 

Following the peace accords, the URNG first participated in elections in 1999 winning 

12% of the vote (Allison, 2016). Their support has steadily declined over time and in 2011 

elections they accounted for 2-3% of votes (Allison, 2016). In addition to a democratic 

transition, Guatemala also used a truth commission to uncover the history of the civil war; the 

commission was mandated as part of the peace negotiations and ran from 1997 to 1999. During 

peace negotiations, civil society groups lobbied heavily for the truth commission and looked to 

the URNG to leverage their position for a better mandate around issues of impunity and naming 

names (Hayner, 2001). In the end the report did not name names, however it attributed 93% of 

the 200,000 deaths to the state and found that the state committed genocide against the Mayan 

people (Hayner, 2001). It also attributed 3% of civilian deaths to insurgents and further 

implicated the United States in the violence as well (Hayner, 2001). 

 The truth commission report, called “Guatemala: Memoria del Silencio” (Memory of 

Silence) was published in February of 1999. In December of 1998, Guatemalan President Alvaro 

Arzu apologized for the role of the government but did not offer anything further. At the time, 

the URNG was asked if they would apologize but according to reports, they said they already 
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had12 (Agence France Press, 1998). However, in March of 1999, after the report’s release, the 

URNG apologized at a news conference via their Secretary General Jorge Soto, saying: 

"With deep sorrow and humbleness, we ask for forgiveness from the memory of the 

victims, their relatives and the communities that suffered irreparable losses, injustices or 

offenses" (Reuters, 1999). 

The apology also blasted the United States, and in particular the Central Intelligence Agency, for 

“destroying democracy in Guatemala” (Reuters, 1999). This illustrates two points: first, that 

URNG was available and organized enough to apologize; if it was not a political group, it could 

not have apologized as the URNG in the first place. Second, the URNG was asked if they would 

apologize alongside the state apology. It suggested that the URNG could act according to the 

same standards as the state by apologizing, and that the truth commission put both actors on 

equal footing by creating an opening for an apology. Finally, the apology included a statement 

condemning the United States for their involvement in the conflict and came days after US 

President Bill Clinton apologized further, suggesting that they were capable of acting on a global 

stage (Reuters, 1999). 

Analysis 

 In both cases—Nicaragua and Guatemala—the following phases can be seen: first, 

periods of violence following independence that centered around conflict between liberals and 

conservatives; second, rebellions by leftist political groups; third, democratization in the context 

of ongoing conflict; fourth, rebel groups in both countries transitioning to political groups and 

participating in elections. In Colombia, the FARC apologized both because they were 

transitioning to a political group and because of Colombia’s use of numerous transitional justice 

 
12 My research did not surface an apology prior to the one made in March of 1999. 
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mechanisms including a truth commission. This ongoing process has promoted both truth-telling 

and the apology from the FARC. In Nicaragua, outside of amnesties, no other transitional justice 

mechanisms were used. So, while the Contra rebellion became a political party, they were not 

called to account for atrocities in an officially sanctioned report such as a truth commission and 

thus did not apologize.  

Conclusion 

 This paper began by describing the potential of apologies: repairing and strengthening 

relationships, righting wrongs, promoting peace and reconciliation. Yet the reasons behind 

political apologies may not be so lofty and idealistic: political apologies are made in order to 

achieve strategic ends. In the case of rebel group apologies, I presented a puzzle: why do rebel 

groups apologize? What is strategic means are they trying to achieve? After all, they risk 

prosecution as well as undermining their cause by admitting wrongdoing plus apologies from 

rebel groups are rare. I suggested three hypotheses: first that rebel group apologies are more 

likely if rebel groups have sought external support during conflict; second that rebel group 

apologies were more likely if the rebel group transitioned to a political group, and third, that 

rebel groups are more likely to apologize in the context of post-conflict reconciliation measures 

that center around transitional justice. 

 The large-n analysis did not support these hypotheses however two paired-comparisons 

showed that rebel groups becoming political parties and transitional justice processes, 

specifically truth commissions are key conditions for apologies. Two cases, Colombia and 

Guatemala, illustrate the ways that political participation and truth commissions incentivize 

apologies. Two other cases, Peru and Nicaragua, illustrate how the lack of those conditions 

makes an apology unlikely. In the end, apologies offer a way for rebel groups to legitimize their 
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transition to political parties as well as be held to account for wrongdoing the same way the state 

is without fear of prosecution. 

 This paper also contributes to the literature in three ways: first, it introduces a new dataset 

of rebel group apologies from 1989 through 2020. Second, it adds to existing literature about 

rebel group behavior after civil war and transitions to political participation. Third, it suggests 

one way that rebel groups participate in transitional justice processes via apologies, which are a 

form of reparations. Research on non-state apologies is in its infancy, in part reflecting how new 

the concept is. Scholars of The Troubles in Northern Ireland are producing the latest related 

research, owing in part to the fact that the conflict is made up of so many non-state groups that 

are still active and part of reconciliation efforts (Moffett, 2021). Overall, reparations are thought 

to be the realm of the state because the state often has the means of providing for them—

especially material reparations—however non-state groups can and do provide for symbolic 

reparations. 

Unanswered Questions and Alternative Explanations 

 There are several unanswered questions and areas for further research. First, this paper 

notes the difficulty of matching transitional justice mechanisms to rebel group apologies as there 

is a range of mechanisms and the data on them is inconsistent or incomplete. However, further 

research should consider each mechanism on its own and how they might explain rebel group 

apologies; for example, are apologies more likely when there are amnesties? Or in relationship to 

criminal prosecutions? The fact that the FARC offered two separate apologies also suggests a 

potential temporal factor in apologies; as transitional justice processes evolve over time, this 

might further incentivize or provide openings for apologies. Additionally, as transitional justice 

mechanisms themselves evolve to fit new and different contexts, the inclusion of rebel groups in 
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that evolution should continue to be researched. For example, there are many forms of 

reparations (apologies being one of them); might rebel groups be called on to offer further 

reparations (Moffett, 2021)? 

From the audience-based perspective, further research might elucidate temporal factors as 

well; do apologies happen in the context of electoral losses only? Or if rebel groups use 

apologies to appeal to electoral audiences, are they more likely to do this in the context of a crisis 

for the state? More broadly, the Colombian case suggests that only certain actors are asked to 

apologize; there it was the FARC whereas the paramilitaries were not. Research into how rebel 

group apologies relate to state apologies could shed light into who is asked to apologize and 

why. We should also consider the impact of non-state actor apologies both on victims and the 

reconciliation process as a whole. In Northern Ireland, apologies are often met with rage from 

victims and their families (Wilson, 2017); do apologies undermine reconciliation? Research 

should also consider the role of apologies in different cultures as they may be a Western or 

Judeo-Christian value that is not part of other societal behavior around the world. 

From a policy perspective, practitioners in transitional justice should continue to consider 

when and how to incorporate non-state groups into reconciliation and reparations processes. That 

is, rebel groups are perpetrators of atrocities just like the state, yet transitional justice 

traditionally focuses only on the state. Colombia’s peace accords offer a useful example in that 

former combatant who confess their crimes may be sanctioned in the form of restorative 

measures such as community service (Law1820; Final Agreement to End the Armed Conflict…, 

2016). Additionally, victims’ groups requests for apologies should continue to be taken 

seriously; apologies are not mere words and, in light of the idealistic beginnings of this paper, 

apologies can offer the potential for true reconciliation or closure. 
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Finally, this paper does not consider apologies in their most basic form: expressions of 

true remorse. While political apologies are used for strategic ends, it is also possible that at the 

same time, they are made because perpetrators truly feel remorse for their actions. This remorse 

may certainly be felt at the individual level but also at the group level; maybe rebel groups 

apologize because they are truly sorry. It may be true that apologies are merely performative 

devices employed toward strategic end, that they are just words and that it does not matter if a 

state or non-state group apologizes. After all, an apology cannot undo suffering. It cannot undo 

atrocities, and it cannot bring back the disappeared. And yet it may also be true that the rise in 

public apologies, the so-called “cult of apologies,” is important because of what it represents: an 

attempt to grapple with humanity’s capacity for great harm by instead embracing humanity’s 

capacity for empathy, and remorse and in turn, mercy, and forgiveness. 
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Appendix A: List of Apologies 

Afghanistan, 2016 

 Following the US invasion of Afghanistan in 2001, several groups continued to wage an 

insurgency against the Afghan Unity Government. Among these groups was Hezb-i-Islami 

(Party of Islam) led by Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, known as The Butcher of Kabul (Glavin, 2016). 

In 2016 a peace agreement was signed between the Afghan government and other militant 

groups. The peace agreement was the first in Afghanistan following the US invasion and was 

part of Afghan President Ashraf Ghani’s attempt to encourage other insurgent groups to stop 

fighting alongside the Taliban (Gul, 2016). After the draft agreement was signed, a spokesperson 

for Hezb-i-Islami apologized over a Voice of America broadcast and said “"Naturally, we 

apologize for those who might have been martyred, injured or financially affected" (Gul, 2016, 

para. 8). Several news reports from September 2016 suggest that the peace agreement would 

allow Hekmatyar to rejoin Afghan national politics. Hekmatyar ran in the 2019 Afghanistan 

presidential elections, a move seen as attempting to further legitimize Hezb-i-Islami as a political 

player (Reuters, 2019).  

 

Angola, 2002 

 In 2002, decades of war in Angola ended when União Nacional para a Independência 

Total de Angola (National Union for the Total Independence of Angola, or UNITA) disbanded 

as an armed actor and sought entry into politics. While this was primarily due to the death of its 

leader, Jonas Savimbi, it also reflected years of international effort to bring peace to Angola 

(Dzinesa, 2007).  In January of 2003, UNITA spokesperson Abilio Camalata apologized on 

public radio saying “[UNITA] conducted a war and shouldered the blame for many errors 
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committed during the conflict, as deaths occurred and nobody can repay a life...It is in this 

context that UNITA comes before the people to ask for pardon” (The New Humanitarian, 2003, 

para. 1). The apology sought to make clear that UNITA was a political movement and not based 

on the whims of one man (The New Humanitarian, 2003). UNITA continues to be a political 

party in Angola today. 

 

Colombia, 2020 

 In 2016, as part of an ongoing peace process, the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de 

Colombia (Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, or FARC) apologized for the conflict and 

then in 2020, the FARC apologized specifically for kidnappings that they used to finance their 

mission (BBC, 2016; Rocatello, 2020). The 2021 apology was the latest development in peace 

negotiations that had begun in 2012 and culminated in a peace deal in 2016 when the first 

apology was made. The negotiations occurred against the backdrop of continued violence and 

democratization; in the end the FARC’s political wing Fuerza Alternativa Revolucionaria del 

Común (Common Alternative Revolutionary Force, or Commons) was guaranteed ten seats in 

congress through 2026 and the Commons received less than 1% of the vote in the 2018 

congressional elections (Watson, 2018). 

 

Guatemala, 1999 

In February of 1999, Guatemala: Memoria del Silencio (Memory of Silence) was 

published by a truth commission. In December of 1998, Guatemalan President Alvaro Arzu 

apologized for the role of the government but did not offer anything further. At the time, the 

Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca (Guatemalan National Revolutionary Unity 
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Group, or URNG) was asked if they would apologize but according to reports, they said they 

already had (Agence France Press, 1998). However, in March of 1999, after the report’s release, 

the URNG apologized at a news conference via their Secretary General Jorge Soto, saying: 

"With deep sorrow and humbleness we ask for forgiveness from the memory of the 

victims, their relatives and the communities that suffered irreparable losses, injustices or 

offenses" (Reuters, 1999, para. 2). 

 

Rwanda, 2005  

Following the end of Belgian colonization in the 1950s, political struggles between the 

Hutu and Tutsi took center stage in Rwanda with the first violent conflict between the groups 

beginning in 1959 (Valentino, 2004). During the decades that followed, thousands of Tutsi were 

driven out of the country and then perpetrated incursions across the border from Burundi, 

Tanzania, and especially Uganda (Valentino 2004). In 1990, the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) 

invaded, putting pressure on then-President Juvenal Habyarimana to form a new democratic state 

(Valentino, 2004). Formal peace talks in 1994 led to the Arusha Accords which gave the RPF a 

quota for representation in institutions and the military, however, extremist Hutus never fully 

accepted the agreement and instead, warnings about the “Tutsi threat” continued to rise 

(Valentino, 2004).  

In 1994, President Habyarimana was killed in a plane crash, an event which is agreed to 

have precipitated the Rwandan genocide. Hutu extremists, called the Interahamwe, killed 

between 500,000 and 800,000 Tutsi (McDoom, 2020) though Armstrong, et. al. estimate that 

between 200,000 and 500,000 Tutsi were killed (Armstrong, et. al., 2014). In the years following 

the genocide, Hutu refugees and genocidaires continued to flee across the borders, primarily to 
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eastern Congo (Vasagar, 2005). At the same time, Rwanda sought to deal with perpetrators 

through a tradition-based transitional justice mechanism called gacaca courts (Herrmann, 2012). 

In 2002, the Forces Démocratiques de Libération du Rwanda (Democratic Forces for the 

Liberation of Rwanda, or FDLR), composed of Hutus and Interahamwe responsible for the 

genocide, apologized (Vasagar, 2005). The group’s president, Ignace Murwanashyaka, 

apologized and additionally declared an end to all hostilities in Rwanda (Vasagar, 2005).  

 

South Africa, 1997 

In 1948 following independence from the United Kingdom (UK), the minority white 

government in South Africa began almost fifty years of apartheid rule. In the 1960s, the South 

African government faced armed resistance both within South Africa but also across southern 

Africa as it maintained a stronghold on Namibia despite this being declared illegal by the 

International Court of Justice in 1971 (Dobbins, et. al. 2005). In South Africa, the main 

resistance was formed by the African National Congress (ANC) who waged guerilla war from 

across the borders and within the country for over thirty years (Hayner, 2001). Throughout this 

time, the country experienced massacres, disappearances, lengthy imprisonments of activists like 

Nelson Mandela, as well as systematic discrimination against the nonwhite population (Hayner, 

2001).  

 While the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission, held from 1996-2003, is 

among the most well-known examples of a transitional justice initiative, South Africa is also 

where one of the only instances of a non-state truth commission happened. In 1992 as South 

Africa was transitioning from apartheid to a representative government, the ANC established a 

commission to investigate and report on its own past crimes and abuses (Hayner, 2002). The 
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commission was formed in part because Nelson Mandela, then the President of the ANC (and 

South Africa), established it, but also because former ANC members who had been detained by 

the ANC as spies brought international attention to the issue (Hayner, 2002). 

 The report investigated ANC detention camps throughout southern Africa, including in 

Angola, Tanzania, and Zambia. The report produced by the commission detailed “staggering 

brutality” at the camps and also recommended that another body be established to investigate 

disappearances and other abuses outside the scope of the initial investigation (CNN, 1997). After 

the report was published, Mandela accepted collective responsibility for the abuses that had 

occurred though.13 However, in 1993, the ANC did apologize for torture and killing of its 

members and in 1997, the ANC apologized to the National Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission saying “We regret the deaths and injuries to civilians arising from armed actions. 

We apologize to the next-of-kin for the suffering and hurt…” (CNN, 1997, para. 2). In the 1993 

apology, the ANC sought to contrast their abuses with that of the apartheid government, claiming 

that their abuses were in the context of suspected mutiny and not state policy (Richburg, 1993). 

In the 1997 apology, the ANC sought to explain that their overall fight was a just fight but that 

poorly trained guerrillas had contributed to civilian deaths in instances such as bombings. 

 

Uganda, 2000 

Uganda has faced several violent conflicts since its independence in 1962, including a 

nearly-decade-long dictatorship under Idi Amin (Hayner, 2001). Since 1986, Yoweri Museveni 

has been president, and while initially seen as a liberating force for the country, he is accused of 

human rights violations and rigging elections (Chappell, 2021). Uganda has also been embroiled 

 
13 Despite accepting responsibility, Mandela does not seem to have apologized, a slight rhetorical difference. I 
consulted three sources including Hayner 2002, Duke 1996, United Press International 1992 
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in civil war with the Lord’s Resistance Army, led by Joseph Kony and has faced rebellion from 

several other groups, including the Allied Democratic Forces (ADF). 

The ADF is lesser known in the academic literature (Titeca and Vlassenroot, 2012) but 

has its origins in Islamic Ugandan society and they formed as a rebellion against state authority 

in the Rwenzori Mountains in the south-west of Uganda near the border with the Democratic 

Republic of Congo (Titeca and Vlassenroot, 2012). Their activities have largely been confined to 

this region but have included high impact violence and terrorism that has attracted publicity in 

the Ugandan media and put pressure on Ugandan authorities to respond (Titeca and Vlassenroot, 

2012) They have been responsible for significant violence and human rights abuses and continue 

to be blamed for terrorist activities as recently as October of 2021 (Athumani, 2021). In 2000, 

the ADF faced several military defeats and many of their members were captured by the 

Ugandan army; under an amnesty law they were rehabilitated with the help of NGOs and under 

these conditions several former commanders apologized (Kakande, 2000). Under the pseudonym 

“Commander Benz,” a representative of the ADF said "I'm sorry for the atrocities committed 

against Ugandans particularly the people of Kasese and Bundibugyo districts. I, with my 

colleagues who surrendered to the [Ugandan Army], feel sorry and request to be pardoned” 

(Kakande, 2000, para. 5). 

 

Uganda, 2007 

 During the 1990s, hundreds of thousands of civilians were killed, and tens of thousands 

of children conscripted by the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) led by Joseph Kony in a rebellion 

against the Ugandan state (Neiman, 2020). In 2007, the LRA and Ugandan government agreed to 

a truce and several representatives of the LRA were invited to tour Northern Uganda during 
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which they apologized and asked for forgiveness (Egadu, 2007). LRA representative Martin Ojul 

said “As Martin Ojul, I apologise for all the mistakes and the suffering inflicted on the people of 

northern Uganda by the LRA. I beg for forgiveness, and we request that you (people) should 

forgive us…we are bringing a message of peace to the people of northern Uganda from the LRA 

leadership. We want your views to help resolve this problem once and for all” (Egadu, 2007, 

para. 20). At the time, this reconciliation tour was thought to offer incentives for Joseph Kony to 

surrender however Kony remains at large and the LRA continues to attack civilians as of 2020 

(Neiman, 2020). 

 

United Kingdom, 2002 

Beginning in 1969 with the Battle of Bogside, The Troubles in Northern Ireland and 

Ireland started as an escalation of tensions and violence between Protestants loyal to the United 

Kingdom and Catholics who wanted independence from the UK. The conflict eventually pitted 

multiple paramilitary groups on both sides against each other (McGarry and O’Leary, 1996). 

Notably, the Irish Republican Army operated as a guerilla group from within Ireland, staging 

terrorist attacks on the loyalist and British government yet killing many civilians along the way 

(McGarry and O’Leary, 1996). 

 The Troubles “ended” in 1998 with the signing of the Good Friday Agreement—however 

just recently unionist paramilitary groups said they rejected the agreement (Carroll, 2021)—and 

in 2002, the IRA released a statement of apology for the “hundreds of non-combatant deaths 

caused by them over the past 30 years” (Ferguson, et. al.,  2007). The statement was reported as 

unexpected and shocking in British and American newspapers and was also seen by these media 

as a positive development (Reid, 2002; Cowan and Watt, 2002). It said: 
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“…We offer our sincere apologies and condolences to their families. There have been 

fatalities among combatants on all sides. We also acknowledge the grief and pain of their 

relatives…The process of conflict resolution requires the equal acknowledgement of the 

grief and loss of others. On this anniversary, we are endeavoring to fulfil this 

responsibility to those we have hurt… We remain totally committed to the peace process 

and to dealing with the challenges and difficulties which this presents. This includes the 

acceptance of past mistakes and of the hurt and pain we have caused to others” (Irish 

Republican Army, 2002; in Cowan and Watt, 2002, para. 9). 

Despite some positive reception, analysts were suspicious of the timing, suggesting that it came 

ahead of potential decisions regarding punitive action for The Troubles and was timed to head 

off prosecution from both the British and Irish governments as well as boost the reputation of 

Sinn Féin (Reid, 2002). It was also more poorly received in newspapers with predominately 

Protestant readership and among those who suffered directly from IRA violence (Ferguson, et. 

al., 2007). 
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Appendix B: Rebel Groups Listed as Civil War Successor Parties 
 
Table B.1: Rebel Groups Listed as Civil War Successor Parties (from Daly, 2020) 
*Indicates rebel groups that apologized. 
 
Government Rebels Start Year End Year 
Angola UNITA* 1975 2002 
Bangladesh Chittagong Hills/Shanti Bahini 1975 1997 
Bosnia Croats/HVO 1992 1994 
Bosnia Serbs/BSA 1992 1995 
Burundi CNDD, CNDD-FDD 1994 2003 
Burundi PALIPEHUTU-FNL 1997 2008 
Cambodia [Hun Sen government] Khmer Rouge (CCPK) 1978 1993 
Cambodia [coalition government] Khmer Rouge (CCPK) 1993 1998 
Cambodia FUNCINPEC 1978 1991 
Cambodia KPNLF 1978 1991 
Government Rebels Start Year End Year 
Colombia FARC* 1965 ongoing 
Congo-Kinshasa RCD 1998 2001 
Congo-Kinshasa MLC 1998 2001 
Cote D'Ivoire MPCI, FN (MPIGO, MJP, MPCI) 2002 2004 
Djibouti FRUD 1991 1994 
Egypt al-Gamaa al-Islamiyya 1993 1998 
El Salvador FMLN 1979 1991 
Ethiopia Eritrea (EPLF) 1972 1991 
Ethiopia EPRDF (TPLF, EPDM) 1976 1991 
Georgia Abkhazia 1992 1994 
Guatemala URNG* 1966 1995 
Indonesia Aceh/GAM 1989 2005 
Iraq Kurds/KDP 1961 1991 
Iraq Kurds/PUK 1976 1996 
Iraq Shiites/SCIRI 1991 1996 
Iraq Al-Mahdi Army 2004 2008 
Israel Fatah 1965 2007 
Israel Hamas 1993 ongoing 
Liberia NPFL 1989 1995 
Liberia LURD 2000 2003 
Mozambique RENAMO 1976 1992 
Nepal CPN-M, UPF 1996 2006 
Nicaragua Contras 1981 1990 
Philippines MNLF 1972 1993 
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Rwanda RPF 1990 1994 
Sierra Leone RUF 1991 2000 
South Africa ANC* 1976 1994 
Sri Lanka LTTE (Tamils) 1983 2009 
Sri Lanka JVP 1987 1990 
Sudan SPLA 1983 2004 
Tajikistan UTO 1992 1998 
United Kingdom PIRA* 1970 1999 
Yugoslavia Kosovo/Kosovo Liberation Army 1998 1999 
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Appendix C: Code Book for a New Dataset on Rebel Group Apologies 
 
The following variables are taken from Jessica A. Stanton, Violence and Restraint in Civil War: 

Civilian Targeting in the Shadow of International Law (Cambridge University Press, 2016) and 

can be found in the associated Codebook describing the data, available online at: 

jessicastanton.org/book 

I. Identifying Variables  

countryid country ID 

government government actor 

rebels rebel group 

 Rebel groups are listed separately for each conflict so one country may have more than 

one entry if there are different conflict/rebel group pairs. 

startmo start month 

startyr start year 

endmo end month 

endyr end year 

post89 1 = conflict began on or after January 1, 1990 

rrestraint rebel group use of restraint toward civilians 0 = rebel group did not exercise restraint 

toward civilians; 1 = rebel group exercised restraint toward civilians (see Stanton, 2016 for 

further explanation).  

duratn duration of the conflict calculated in months, inclusive of the first and last month of the 

conflict 

logduratn duration of the conflict, logged 

avdeath battle-related deaths, per year of the conflict 
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logavdeath battle-related deaths, per year of the conflict, logged 

pcgdp per capita GDP 

logpcgdp per capita GDP, logged 

The following variables are taken from Mooney, 2021, p. 28 

apology 1=apology 

criteria: following civil war; on behalf of the group and made to another group or victims 

in general; made in some official setting or capacity; not made under duress or coerced. 

successorparty 1= the group is identified as having a successor party in the Civil War Successor 

Party dataset (Daly, 2020) 

truthcommission truth commission in the country following the end of the civil war; sources 

include Global Transitional Justice Dataset (Bates, et al., 2020) in combination with a dataset of 

truth commissions created by Hayner (2001) 

Note: this was compiled by comparing the end dates for conflicts in Stanton’s data with 

“transition” dates for truth commissions in the Global Transitional Justice Dataset (Bates, 

et. al., 2020) as well as truth commission dates in Hayner’s data (Hayner, 2001). Stanton 

lists some conflicts as ongoing, notably Colombia, however a peace agreement was 

signed in 2016 and a truth commission has been operating since then. Stanton defines the 

end date as “the last date of fighting prior to a period of inactivity;” in Colombia, 

violence has continued hence there is no end date (Stanton, 2016, codebook p. 1). 
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