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Rother Baron: 

The Reconciliation Meeting 
Fifth Conversation with Paula:  

Talk about Criminal Legislation  

 

 
 
On Paula's small South Sea island there are 

no prisons and no army, no parties and no 

property. She looks at what we take for 

granted with the astonished eyes of a child.  
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"With her wrap-around dress, on which 

exotic birds screamed in bright colours, her 

face that seemed to be carved like out of 

ebony, her thick black hair, in which the sun-

light sparkled, and her supple feet whose 

smoothness formed a striking contrast to the 

cracked asphalt, Paula looked so alien to me 

that I stared at her as if she were a halluci -

nation."  

 

from: How I got to know Paula (Conversa-

tions with Paula, Introduction) 
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The Metal Door of Winter 
 

Only once did Paula come to see me right in 

the middle of winter. It took some special 

promotional measures from my side – be-

cause there is hardly anything Paula hates as 

much as winter. "Your winter," she once 

said to me, "always seems to me like a cold 

metal door that separates me from life.  Our 

summer, by contrast, is like a warm breeze 

that blows right through me." 

Paula's aversion towards winter probably 

also stems from the fact that she cannot ex-

pose her skin to the wind uncovered in the 

cold season, as she is used to. She feels that 



 

5 

clothing of any kind is like a prison that 

wraps itself directly around her body. 

Another telling thing is that Paula always 

talks about "her" summer and "our" winter 

– as if we were living in perpetual ice here. 

Not quite a compliment! On the other hand, 

it reflects precisely what attracts me to 

Paula: that she is like an embodiment of the 

eternal summer. 
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Paula's Summer Scent 
 

Unfortunately, we tend to miss summer the 

most when it is most inaccessible to us. So I 

did everything I could to persuade Paula to 

visit me in winter. I knew that if she were 

with me, it would be summer for at least a 

few days. 

I had to go to great lengths to achieve my 

goal. Rhapsodising about the romance of 

enchanted winter landscapes didn't work 

with Paula anyway. Where it was cold, it 

could not be romantic for her. 

So I focused entirely on promoting the hol-

lows of warmth where you can retreat from 

the unrelenting cold. The liberated 

breathing of the skin after a visit to the 

sauna, the cheerful hissing of the water in 

the steam bath and the magic of the crack-

ling fireplace were the main points of my 

winter advertising poetry – which then actu-

ally led to success. 

I must confess that my invocation of the 

winter hut magic was not entirely without 
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ulterior motives. After all, Paula's last visit to 

me had been overshadowed by a trouble-

some discussion about our tax legislation 

and the "seashell conference", by which the 

levies of the community members are fixed 

in Paula's home country. 

This time I definitely wanted to avoid such a 

fiasco. Therefore, I had rented a hut in the 

mountains for her visit, where a picturesque 

fireplace promised pleasant warmth, but 

neither TV nor computer were available. 

This time, our hours spent together should 

not be disturbed by the busybody news-

casters. 

The landlord of the cottage had been so kind 

as to heat us up properly before our arrival. 

The temperature was almost at sauna level, 

so that even Paula immediately peeled 

herself out of her coat with a pleasant 

chuckle and let herself sink into one of the 

plush armchairs near the fireplace. As she 

did so, she cast an appreciative glance at 

me, the wizard of warmth. 
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Seashell Problems in the Mountain Hut 
 

Everything would have gone according to 

plan – if only the landlord hadn't overdone it 

a little with his guest services. Unfortu-

nately, his all-round carefree welcome also 

included a current newspaper. "Tax evader 

sentenced to three years in prison", the 

headlines screamed at me. 

"Oh no!" I cursed under my breath, putting 

the newspaper away a little too conspicu-

ously. 



 

9 

"Bad news?" asked Paula – who of course 

couldn't know that the newspaper itself was 

the bad news for me. 

"Just another seashell problem," I replied 

quite casually, hoping that she wouldn't feel 

like bringing up the subject again either. But 

I couldn't keep the headline from her com-

pletely – the rustling of the newspaper was 

too obvious. 

"Well, at least the reconciliation meeting 

won't be so complicated then," she com-

forted me just as casually, glancing at the 

headline. 

"Reconciliation meeting?" I echoed. "You 

probably mean the trial ..." 

Now it was Paula's turn to look at me in 

amazement: "Trial? What's that supposed to 

be?" 

So what I had wanted to avoid by all means 

had happened again: The newspaper had 

thrown each of us back to our own reality. 

Instead of being able to meet on that ge-

neral human level my summer longing had 
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aimed for, we got tangled up again in the 

thicket of our two worlds' different ways of 

thinking and understanding. 

"Prison? What is that?" 
 

For a moment I 

thought about 

changing the subject. 

But a glance at 

Paula's eyes showed 

me that it was too 

late for that. Once 

her thirst for 

knowledge was 

awakened, there was 

no escaping it. 

So I grumpily rattled off the common 

knowledge that came to my mind when 

hearing the words "trial" and "criminal pro-

ceedings": "In a trial in a criminal case, the 

court clarifies whether someone really did 

commit the crime of which he is accused. 

The person charged is allowed to be de-
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fended by a lawyer, the other side is repre-

sented by a public prosecutor. In the end, a 

judge decides whether the defendant is 

guilty and what sentence should be imposed 

on him." 

"Sentence ...", Paula pondered. "This is 

about making amends – right?" 

I hesitated. "Yes – about that too," I finally 

replied. "If someone has evaded taxes or 

embezzled money from his company, he 

must of course compensate for the damage. 

But that is independent of the punishment. 

The penalty is imposed on him for having 

sinned against the community, so to speak." 

"I see," Paula misunderstood me. "Then it is 

probably some kind of religious rite." 

"No, not at all" I refuted. "It has nothing to 

do with that. Rather, the punishment is 

meant to have a deterrent effect and thus 

prevent a repetition of the offence." 

"And what does such a punishment actually 

look like?" Paula wanted to know. 
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"Well," I explained, "for minor offences you 

often get away with a fine. In more severe 

cases there is the threat of imprisonment – 

the suspended prison sentence – and the 

actual prison sentence." 

Paula looked at me with her eyes wide 

open: "Prison sentence?" 

Already somewhat annoyed by the toddler-

like questioning, I replied briefly: "Well, the 

deprivation of liberty. Are you trying to tell 

me that there's no such thing on your is-

land?" 

As Paula just shook her head, I added: "In a 

temporary deprivation of liberty, people are 

locked up in a cell for a limited time. The 

exclusion from the community, which they 

have brought about themselves through 

their behaviour, is thus made concretely 

tangible to them in a way." 
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Prison as Lesson in Community Skills? 
 

Paula rose from her seat and stepped closer 

to the fireplace to warm herself. In the long 

run, it was not quite as warm in the hut as I 

had hoped. 

After a while she turned back to me. "So the 

prison is a kind of banishment place?" she 

summed up her little flame meditation. 

I shook my head: "That is not the way to put 

it – especially as the declared aim of a prison 

stay is to make the prisoner a useful mem-

ber of the community again." 
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Paula looked at me in amazement: "You ex-

clude the perpetrators from the community 

in order to bring them back into the com-

munity?" 

I nodded. "That sounds strange, indeed, but 

sometimes it just can't be done any other 

way. There are people who have to learn 

again what a community is, how to move in 

it and what rights and duties they have as 

part of it." 

"Does that mean that prison is something 

like a lesson in community skills?" Paula in-

terpreted my words. 

"In a way, yes," I confirmed – but imme-

diately regretted my neglectful answer 

when Paula followed up: "Then there are 

certainly special teachers in your prisons 

who assist the convicts in re-approaching 

the community?" 

"Well, not exactly," I had to admit. "Learning 

is rather stimulated by the special living 

conditions there – the strictly regulated 
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daily routine, the work and the services that 

the prisoners take on." 

"And that works?" Paula wanted to know. 

She seemed sincerely interested. 

Gradually I was reaching my limits – of 

course I didn't have the current resocialisa-

tion report in my head. That's why I only re-

plied briefly: "Apparently it does. Otherwise 

it wouldn't have been done that way for de-

cades." 

Unfortunately, Paula's thirst for knowledge 

still wasn't quenched. "But doesn't that 

drive the prisoners to ruin?" she wondered. 

"First they have to make amends, then they 

possibly have to pay a fine, and finally they 

are forced to attend these community clas-

ses you call 'prison' – which I'm sure isn't 

cheap either." 

I smiled indulgently. "The prison stay is 

completely financed by the state – the pri-

soners don't have to pay anything for it! At 

most, you could say that they contribute 

indirectly to the costs of their imprisonment 
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through their barely paid work in prison," I 

clarified. 

Paula frowned. "So you use the money you 

collect from the convicts' fines to finance an 

isolation programme that is supposed to 

bring about integration?" 

 

 
 
How to Proceed in a Reconciliation 
Meeting 
 

At this point I gave up. In my view, I had ex-

plained sufficiently to Paula why, according 

to our understanding of the law, temporary 

separation from the community is a neces-

sary precondition for the later reintegration 

of delinquents. Unfortunately, she some-
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times had a somewhat provocative way of 

encircling the interlocutor with her ques-

tions, and I was not willing to fall into this 

trap. After all, I didn't want to spoil my pro-

spects for a second part of the evening that 

would have more to do with my summer 

desires. 

So instead of answering, I went on the coun-

terattack as gently as possible. "There must 

be something similar on your island," I 

speculated. "Or do you let the criminals do 

their work without being bothered?" 

"No," Paula clarified, "of course not. You 

don't endear yourself to us either if you re-

lieve yourself in front of your neighbour's 

door or keep poaching in the communal 

gardens. If it is not a matter of trivialities 

that the parties involved can resolve on their 

own, a reconciliation meeting is scheduled 

in these cases. In addition to the people 

concerned and the three peace judges, who 

are each elected for one year, these 
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meetings can be attended by anyone who is 

interested." 

"And how does such a meeting work?" I 

wanted to know. 

"The main basis of the conversation is the 

distinction between the 'harm to me' and 

the 'harm to all' caused by the respective 

offence," Paula expounded. "The 'harm to 

me' is essentially sought to be remedied by 

means of compensation ..." 

"But your so-called 'harm-to-all' obviously 

implies a punishment for sinning against the 

community – just like in our system!" I tri-

umphantly stated. 

"Not quite," Paula corrected me. "The harm-

to-all refers to the question of whether the 

offence has revealed any damage within the 

community and what kind of damage this is. 

For example, if someone regularly enters 

the community gardens at night in order to 

increase his share of the harvest, you can 

ask whether he feels neglected – whether 

he is symbolically stealing the larger share of 
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community life that he would like to have. 

Then the reconciliation discussion on this 

point serves to clarify the question of 

whether and how the person concerned can 

be given a more significant role in 

community life." 

 

 

 

Purpose of the Reconciliation Meeting 
 

I got up and joined Paula by the fireplace. 

The crackling of the fire drowned out her 

soft voice, so that that I had trouble under-

standing her. Moreover, I didn't want to 

look up to her like a schoolboy all the time. 
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Extending my hands towards the fire, I ob-

jected: "Your system may work for petty 

crimes like theft of food or damage to 

property. But for violent crimes or even 

murder, it is hardly the right approach. What 

kind of compensation could there be? Be-

sides, in such cases, the protection of the 

community from the perpetrator must be 

paramount!" 

Paula looked at me seriously. "You're right," 

she confirmed, "violent crime is a much big-

ger problem for the community than 

property crime. However, I have never expe-

rienced a murder in our community." 

She thought for a moment, then added: 

"The last such case on our island I only know 

from my mother's stories. The perpetrator 

was a young man who had killed his best 

friend out of the blue. During the reconcilia-

tion meeting it came out that he, who had 

lost his parents at an early age, had uncon-

sciously wanted to create a gap with the 

murder, which he could have filled himself." 
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"And the result?" I urged Paula. "What did 

you do with these findings? Such an expla-

nation can neither justify the crime nor ease 

the grief of the parents for their murdered 

son!" 

"No," she confirmed, "of course not. The 

parents did not take part in the reconcilia-

tion meeting themselves, but only sent a 

representative. And obviously, such an of-

fence is neither excusable nor compensable. 

A human being cannot be replaced. Never-

theless, it was agreed with the young man 

that he should take over the support that his 

parents would have received from their son 

in later years – not by himself, of course, but 

in the form of other helpers whom he had to 

disburden in their usual work in return. He 

himself was integrated into a family group in 

another part of the island, where they had a 

shortage of sons." 

"So you have practically rewarded the mur-

derer for his crime!" I commented indig-

nantly. 
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"It all depends on the perspective," Paula 

contradicted me. "When someone commits 

a crime, you can ask what motives led him 

to act in this way. But you can also ask what 

undesirable developments in the community 

have led to such motives. If you take the 

second perspective, all community members 

are jointly responsible for treating the 

wounds caused by the crime.  This also 

means that someone who is already outside 

the community and has witnessed this 

stigma before everyone's eyes through his 

deed should not be isolated even more. In-

stead, a bridge should be built for him to 

return to the community." 
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Prison as a Sign of Civilisation? 
 

Oh, happy Paula! I thought. How carefree 

such a life in a small-scale island idyll had to 

be, where the community was not yet di-

vided into a multitude of competing sub-

communities, where there were neither par-

ties nor interest groups nor lobby groups 

and certainly no mafia structures that op-

posed the community with their own 

norms! 
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How far away we were in our culture from 

such a pre-civilisational island paradise, 

where the individual could still crawl under 

the warm blanket of the collective! How 

joyfully everyone could regress there to in-

fancy and pass on all responsibility for their 

actions to the big community mama! 

On the other hand, how painful such a life 

must be for someone who does not want to 

drown in the sea of the collective, but 

strives to assert himself as an individual! 

Would such a person not even prefer 

punishment to the comprehending embrace 

of the collective? Isn't the punishment per-

haps the necessary flip side of a changed 

view of the human being, which considers 

humans not primarily determined by the 

collective, but by their own thinking and ac-

tions? 

From this point of view, there were many 

things I could have said in response to 

Paula's advocacy of a conciliatory approach 

to criminals. Furthermore, I had to think of 
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the psychological assessments and the miti-

gating circumstances, which are also an in-

tegral part of our criminal justice system. 

But I refrained from saying anything else – 

after all, I didn't want to spend the rest of 

the night with our jurisprudential collo-

quium. 

Since Paula was silent now, there was no-

thing to be heard but the steady crackling of 

the fireplace. After a while I glanced fur-

tively at Paula. And then, at last, she gave 

me that summery smile I had longed for so 

much. 
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