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It is a great pleasure to visit Charlottesville, for what is now my second time, and a very great privilege to participate in this lecture series on justice and love. I am grateful for the invitation and humbled – perhaps daunted would be a better word – by the quality of the lectures.  
I am an Englishman, living in Ireland, working in Scotland, someone eminently suitable to talk today about compromise. My purpose today is to contribute toward the conceptualisation of compromise and to illustrate its applicability to victims of communal conflict, a tough enough test of any set of ideas. But this ambition is part, I believe, of the quite proper contemporary emphasis on the utility of ideas, their usefulness in helping to make society better for ordinary men and women. Sociologists call this ‘public sociology’ but something like it has always existed and it goes under other names in most disciplines. This, of course, is precisely the thrust of the emphasis in this lecture series on justice and love and its stress on every person’s essential worth.  
I will be arguing two things: a) that it is possible to develop a sociological understanding of compromise that can be located within a secular eschatology that does not require God, religion or personal faith in order to work, good as these things might otherwise be; and b) that it is possible to develop the practice if compromise relevant to the deepest of communal conflicts.

Compromise is a much used but little understood term. It is hard to think of a way to describe it. There is a sense in which it describes a set of feelings (the so-called ‘spirit’ of compromise) that involve reciprocity, representing the agreement to make mutual concessions toward each other from now on: no matter what we did to each other in the past, we will act toward each other in the future differently as set out in the agreement between us. The compromise settlement can be a spit and a handshake, much beloved in Irish folk lore, or a legally binding statute with hundreds of clauses. 

It is normally talked about in one of two ways, in which compromise is either a virtue or a vice, taking its place amongst the angels or in Hades. The former discourse likens the concessions with the restoration of broken relationships and reconciliation with former protagonists, in which there is a sense of becoming (or returning) to wholeness and completeness. The latter invokes ideas of appeasement, of being compromised by the concessions, which constitute a form of surrender and reproduce (or disguise) continued brokenness. 

These vocabularies for talking about compromise have two unfortunate consequences. They establish a simple binary divide between reconciliation and retreat, and they reduce compromise to a set of (unspecified) feelings. My approach has two advantages: we collapse the binary by transcending the distinction between reconciliation and retreat; and we go beyond feelings. Let me elaborate on the meaning of compromise by first dealing with emotions. 

Emotions induce senses of urgency and impatience that short-circuit people’s usual prudence but these are momentary. However, while emotions have a short shelf life, people subject to them lack any anticipation that these feelings will decay: we expect to continue to feel what our emotions tell us at the moment of their experience. In this respect, people’s emotions transcend their momentariness and can be kept vivid: anger, revenge, love can seem permanent. We also need to separate feeling and behaviour. Emotion is a feeling; it is not an action. Emotionally induced urgency, impatience and intensity can inflame feelings within us that result in action that is thought of as unavoidable, yet these feelings need not be enacted; the behaviour is entirely avoidable. We may choose (or not be able) to act out the emotions we feel at the moment of their experience, for while all emotions have behaviours related to them, these action tendencies are not encoded, culturally or genetically, and can be overruled. This analytical discussion can be taken a stage further. 

When emotions become behaviours they transform. The action tendencies associated with particular emotional feelings are performative behaviours (actions that are performed, behaviourally and linguistically, according to the socially learned scripts by which emotion work is conventionally done and talked about). Emotions are artful in one of two senses, therefore, in that the feelings are constructed in their performance and this performance can be uncoupled from what is being felt. The latter may occur because we may either lack any of the feelings associated with the ritualised behaviour we are enacting and talking (we are pretending an emotion) or we are performing behaviours and talking entirely contrary to how we feel (we are disguising an emotion). The social and cultural practices and normative structures we experience as constraints and which prevent us from acting out our feelings of the moment, can be used to persuade us to act and talk in ways opposite to our momentary emotional response, whether for reasons of conscience, personal gain, social and cultural pressure or legal sanction. 

There is a further lesson from the sociology of emotions. Emotions are modulated by social relations. They can be kept vivid or moderated by our social networks, which can assist in the reinforcement of feelings and sustain the patterns of action and forms of talk they enact. In particular, dense social networks, with high degrees of connectedness between people, such as in ethno-religious groups, close-knit neighbourhoods and the like, help establish norms of reasonableness about what is appropriate to feel, act and say. In this sense, dense social networks represent ‘communities of emotion’ and the social relationships existing within them can in part make momentary emotions seem more permanent and reinforce the social practices they enact. People’s social relations thus modulate their emotions, expurgating, intensifying or moderating them: in short, we become in our emotional repertoire like the people we associate closely with.  To put it as a Virginian backwoodsman, if you sleep with dogs, you get fleas.
To cut to the chase – if I can continue my hunting metaphor – this view of emotions suggests, therefore, that compromise does not require people to stop feeling or to suppress emotions; consensus needs to emerge around agreement to perform the ritualised behaviours and forms of talk that people may not personally feel but which are recognised as socially productive for the maintenance of the reciprocal concessions in the future. This becomes feasible given people’s participation in mutually reinforcing social networks where compromise is socially practised. 
Let me explain how I get to this conclusion. 

AE Housman, the English poet, once described the natural state of humankind as a ‘just tolerable discomfort’; we envisage that this state is the best that compromise is able to achieve. Compromise does not necessarily leave people happy, with new ‘rainbow nation’ identities, able easily to love erstwhile enemies, readily willing to turn the other cheek and with a sense of wholeness and completeness in relations with erstwhile protagonists – although it can; compromise comes at a cost and feelings of grief and loss never dissipate. Or at least, this panoply of feelings is momentary, coming and going. Feelings of retreat hang side-by-side with reconciliation and wholeness and brokenness co-exist in degrees of disharmony. 

We contend that compromise is the reciprocal practice of tolerance toward former protagonists in the public sphere, involving an act of will to avoid behaving and talking in public space in the ways that people’s emotions in the private sphere would normally dictate. This draws on the sociology of emotions which points to the distinction, noted above, between feelings and their enactment in behaviour and which illustrates people’s capacity to perform actions and talk contrary to how they feel, enabling them to disguise deep emotions and pretend others. 

It is also premised on the distinction between public and private space. Sociologists in particular see a sharp distinction between the public and private sphere. The private sphere is the domestic sphere, the sphere of home – backstage to use a popular term – where people take off their overcoat, strip away the public mask and relax. The public is the sphere of social roles outside the home; the sphere of work, politics and civil society. It is front stage space not backstage, where we conform to public expectations, act according to socially agreed roles and talk with a civil tongue and with the absence of ‘hate speech’. 

It is necessary to digress here and explain that the public/private distinction is no longer a binary divide, for in late modernity the ‘personalisation’ and ‘detraditionalisation’ that characterises social life has collapsed the distinction. The public and private penetrate each other – behaviour formerly restricted to the private sphere is now made into a public performance (politicians crying, open displays of grief, declarations of religious faith by public figures, and expressions of public anger and the like). 

Our conception of compromise does not require us to reinstate this as a binary divide. We argue that compromise is the public performance of behaviours and language scripts that disguise private feelings and forms of talk, representing a ‘surface’ rather than ‘deep’ social practice, one reproduced ‘front stage’ not ‘back stage’. This view does not require that public and private spaces be portrayed as hermetically sealed. After all, the performance of compromise in the public sphere is heavily influenced by private considerations and will oscillate according to the array of factors that prevent emotions momentarily being kept under management and control in public. Private factors – an anniversary, birthday, momentary reminder of the victim experience, flash memories provoked by music, television, etc – penetrate the public performance of compromise. 

Permit me another digression. This disjuncture between public and private performances can in some cultures be perceived as bluffing, spinning as it has come to be called in political discourse, and thus counter to the modern emphasis on authenticity, of being the ‘real’ person. In these sorts of cultural spaces compromisers can be perceived negatively as spoofers. 
We envisage that compromise is made easier for people according to seven mediating factors: feelings of hope, the capacity for forgiveness, the ability to transcend divided memories of the former conflict, senses of the fairness and justness of the concessions, views about whether in practice the concessions remain reciprocal, the social networks in which people are located, and trust. Time precludes anything more than a brief explanation. 

Hope is cognitive and sociological at the same time. It describes the cognitive process of anticipating some future desired for state but it is materially affected by the social conditions that help sustain the anticipating. The hoped for goals can be individual or social, referring to personal aspirations for oneself or for society generally; people can become excited by anticipating both personal and societal goals. I suggest feelings of hope (that is, the capacity to anticipate) and the expectation of achieving personal and societal goals in the future will affect people’s capacity to compromise. 
A word here on patience, if I may. Patience is a word sociologists need to rescue from Victorian child rearing manuals, for it is worth distinguishing between patient and impatient hope – the willingness to wait or not for the anticipated goals. Late modernity suffers from instant gratification which undermines patience; this is even more so after conflict, when people want peace and want it now, yet peace processes sorely test people’s patience.  Compromise requires the long view.

Feelings of uncertainty about the future and people’s failure to anticipate hoped-for societal goals may be related to their expectations of the outcome of the process of compromise. It matters, I think, whom we’re expected to compromise with and over what. We are familiar with the suggestion that forgiveness has boundaries, even if the ‘unforgivable’ seems to be a very flexible category, but the non-compromisable bears investigation as well.
We emphasise memory because people’s capacity to forgive is in common sense believed to be related to their ability to forget (hence the phrase ‘to forgive and forget’). We do not subscribe to this view; forgetting can be impossible for victims in the short to medium term. More importantly, we submit that compromise will be impacted by the way in which the initial disagreement and conflict is remembered and how the wider historical past into which the disagreement is located is understood. Compromise does not require forgetting but a conscious decision in which people determine to transcend divided memories for the purposes of relational closeness (the ancient Greeks referred to this as remembering to forget); the greater the capacity for transcendence, the more likelihood of garnering and sustaining compromise. This is not as paradoxical as it sounds: forgetting requires remembrance – remembrance to forget.
People’s sense of the fairness of the concessions, and that the concessions are reciprocal and are being kept to by all parties to them, also affect their capacity to compromise in the sense we understand it here. That is, people’s ability to fulfil their obligations under the agreement is likely to diminish with the perception that the concessions are unequal and unjust or erstwhile opponents have abrogated their obligations. Reciprocity, justice and fairness are essential components of compromise. 
I want to take time out here for a brief mention of reciprocity. Reciprocity can be conceptualised in game theory terms - in that A’s behaviour is based in part on an assessment of how B’s behaviour impacts on A – rendering it a rational calculation. But even if this is so, the compromise game is not zero sum. It can be in A’s self interest to keep to the terms of the compromise when B abrogates in order to avoid sanctions themselves, because of their sense of moral worth and wish to occupy the moral high ground, and as a result of mobilisation of the support of a third party to pressure B. 

Of course, communal conflicts that appear to have simple zero sum qualities, in that they are between parties that can be thought of as in a binary relationship - black/white, Arab/Jew, Catholic/Protestant - can predispose compromise to be seen in zero sum terms, where interests are portrayed as mutually exclusive not common. However, this is a contingent problem for our conceptualisation not an essentialist one, although it is real enough. 
This point confirms our argument that the beliefs people have about the conflict and its resolution, and others’ involvement in them, bears upon their capacity to compromise, for this affects the social networks to which people belong and through which the management of emotions is partly accomplished.
The ‘communities of emotion’ that dense social networks constitute can support or undercut a person’s capacity to compromise. Which of these outcomes transpire depends in large part on the quality of the social relations people had with protagonists prior to the conflict, and the impact that the violence had in restricting their post-conflict networks to their own group member. People’s social connectedness with a like-minded social network of compromise is essential to its practice. Thus, both the level of social connectedness of people and the nature of those with whom they feel connected are important mediating considerations in the development of compromise. 

This brings me to the idea of trust.  The boundaries of compromise - like forgiveness - expand outwards with trust. Yet trust is the first casualty of communal conflict. There is a dominant paradigm in sociology to which I subscribe that understands trust as related to the density of the social networks in which people participate. The more we interact with people known to each other, the greater our social capital, and the more willing we are to take the ‘leaps of trust’ in an otherwise untrustworthy world. Post conflict societies are amongst the most untrusting. But trust can be garnered and practised where victims participate in bridging social networks - networks of compromise if you will - where they learn that erstwhile enemies can be trusted. People who are disconnected from social networks as a result of social withdrawal or restrict participation to partisan networks that do not bridge social divides will remain untrusting or trustful of only their ‘own’ kind.
This returns me to my earlier point. Compromise depends in large part on the quality of the social relations people had with protagonists prior to the conflict, and the impact that the violence had in restricting their post-conflict networks to their own group members.
I want to conclude by re-emphasising the meaning of compromise following conflict: it is the reciprocal practice of tolerance by victims toward former protagonists in the public sphere, involving a conscious determination to avoid behaving and talking in public space in the ways that victims’ emotions in the private sphere would normally dictate. In the terms of the sociology of emotions, compromise is performed behaviour in public space, artful in the sense that it is constructed by victims in its performance when relating to and talking about former protagonists and uncoupled from what they feel and say in the private sphere. Victims may lack any of the feelings associated with the ritualised behaviour and forms of talk connected with restoration, reconciliation and wholeness with the former enemy (they are pretending compromise) and are performing behaviours and talking entirely contrary to how we feel (they are disguising their private emotions). Compromise can exist as a social practice, in other words, long before victims come to feel it as an emotion in private. 

By social practice I mean that it is an accomplished behaviour, the performance of which draws on deliberate strategies of action and forms of talk. The sociology of emotions illuminates how feelings are simultaneously enacted in behaviour and language scripts and are profoundly affected by the social relations people feeling these emotions have.  There is, however, no social or genetic encoding that ties specific feelings to particular forms of action or talk since the performative behaviour involved in the social construction of emotions can encourage disguising our feelings or pretending emotions.
Compromise has both cognitive and cultural dimensions, but this does not mean it is an attitude trait or a social value independent of its performance as a social practice or that attitude and value change must occur before compromise can emerge. Compromise does not have to become embedded psychologically in people’s minds as an attitude trait or sociologically in their value systems as a cultural belief; it will probably never become virtuous, at least for the victims and the war generations themselves, because it is a ‘just tolerable discomfort’, where reconciliation and retreat occur in disharmony. It can, however, be embedded as a social practice, as a set of performances uncoupled from emotions, attitudes and social values, capable of being performed in public as an act of determination and will long before, if ever, people feel wholeness and completeness with their former enemies in private. Bluffing – well yes – but for the public good not as a private vice.
There is implicit in this argument a prerequisite for a sociological and philosophical understanding of patience. The victims called upon to do the compromising need patience to cope with a private sphere that evinces none of the tolerance society expects them to display in the civil sphere, and post-conflict societies at large need patience towards victims while they struggle with the public performance of feelings of compromise they do not have in private. 
I fear I have tested your patience by speaking too long, so I close with thanks.
