
Finding a path to  an individually and 
collectively peaceful future: reflections 

on hope, reality, truth and 
reconciliation in Northern Ireland
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Losses 
�� Population of 1.6 millionPopulation of 1.6 million

�� 3,700 dead (2.2 per 1,000)3,700 dead (2.2 per 1,000)

�� approx 123,000 injured; unknown numbers of approx 123,000 injured; unknown numbers of 
permanently disabled permanently disabled 

�� 30% of those killed are Protestant30% of those killed are Protestant

�� 43% of those killed are Catholic43% of those killed are Catholic

�� 59% were killed by Republicans59% were killed by Republicans

�� 28% by Loyalists28% by Loyalists

�� 11% by security forces11% by security forces



Woundedness

�� Pain tolerance thresholds vary between Pain tolerance thresholds vary between 
individuals and groupsindividuals and groups

�� Those in severe pain are often very Those in severe pain are often very 
focussed on their pain to the exclusion of focussed on their pain to the exclusion of 
other events or peopleother events or people

�� There is no automatic moral gain from There is no automatic moral gain from 
suffering suffering 



Blame
�� Blaming is comfortable and easy, BUT it is lazy Blaming is comfortable and easy, BUT it is lazy 

thinking: it is the unintelligent, one dimensional thinking: it is the unintelligent, one dimensional 
option, antioption, anti--analysis;analysis;

�� Blaming allows us to stay the same, not to learn Blaming allows us to stay the same, not to learn 
or change, and to avoid our responsibilities;or change, and to avoid our responsibilities;

�� In Northern Ireland, we live in comprehensive In Northern Ireland, we live in comprehensive 
culture of blame: take, for example, political culture of blame: take, for example, political 
discourse in general and Talkback, the Stephen discourse in general and Talkback, the Stephen 
Nolan Show, Sunday World, etc Nolan Show, Sunday World, etc etcetc……



Where are we now in Northern 
Ireland?



Political factors

�� Ceasefires from 1994/6; looking back becomes Ceasefires from 1994/6; looking back becomes 
possible when violence is diminished;possible when violence is diminished;

�� Establishment of local devolved government Establishment of local devolved government 
since 1999/2000 gives us new responsibilities;since 1999/2000 gives us new responsibilities;

�� BiBi--cameral parliament means bipartisan cameral parliament means bipartisan 
agreement required to make decisions;agreement required to make decisions;

�� Release of political prisoners as part of Release of political prisoners as part of 
agreement;agreement;

�� Admission of parties with paramilitary links into Admission of parties with paramilitary links into 
government: appointment of Sinn government: appointment of Sinn FéinFéin ministers ministers 

�� No one wonNo one won



We are becoming more and more divided



Trust 
�� Segregation of all kinds is a barrier to trustSegregation of all kinds is a barrier to trust
�� Breaking the rules of segregation (in order Breaking the rules of segregation (in order 

to build crossto build cross--sectoralsectoral relationships) and relationships) and 
risk taking is essential in trust buildingrisk taking is essential in trust building

�� This must take place at an individual as This must take place at an individual as 
well as the collective levelwell as the collective level

�� Politics much too important to be left to Politics much too important to be left to 
politicianspoliticians



Hope and reality
�� Loss is irreconcilable, yet we hope to recover itLoss is irreconcilable, yet we hope to recover it
�� We seek to recover irreconcilable loss byWe seek to recover irreconcilable loss by

–– DenialDenial
–– seeking more information (truth), seeking more information (truth), 
–– creating memorials, creating memorials, 
–– mythmyth--makingmaking
–– spiritual beliefs in hereafter, divine retribution/ judgement, kspiritual beliefs in hereafter, divine retribution/ judgement, karma, arma, 

etcetc

�� The goal is to The goal is to 
–– adjust, adjust, 
–– accept, accept, 
–– learn the lessons, learn the lessons, 
–– integrate the loss into a new, balanced postintegrate the loss into a new, balanced post--loss life loss life 
–– fill the gap somewhat with new roles and tasks,fill the gap somewhat with new roles and tasks,
–– This is the only possible hope. This is the only possible hope. 



Truth and memory: why 
remember?

�� To mitigate the lossTo mitigate the loss
�� To honour the deadTo honour the dead
�� To affirm identity, or elaborate on identitiesTo affirm identity, or elaborate on identities
�� To resolve justice issues and unfinished businessTo resolve justice issues and unfinished business
�� To get answers to unanswered questionsTo get answers to unanswered questions
�� To learn the lessons of the past & achieve new To learn the lessons of the past & achieve new 

understandingsunderstandings
AND ALSOAND ALSO
�� To shame our enemiesTo shame our enemies
�� To demonstrate our moral claims and superiorityTo demonstrate our moral claims and superiority
�� To justify our subsequent actionsTo justify our subsequent actions



Truth and memory
�� Those who have endured loss are vulnerable & heavily invested Those who have endured loss are vulnerable & heavily invested 

because they often rely heavily on memory for solace; because they often rely heavily on memory for solace; 
�� The relationship between memory and ‘historical fact’  is often lThe relationship between memory and ‘historical fact’  is often loose oose 

or apparently non existent;or apparently non existent;
�� Remembering can create a need for reRemembering can create a need for re--writing personal and collective writing personal and collective 

histories;histories;
�� Forgetting or silence often has a purpose; denial is a method ofForgetting or silence often has a purpose; denial is a method of

coping;coping;
�� These methods and processes are judged morally as good/healthy oThese methods and processes are judged morally as good/healthy or r 

bad/unhealthy;bad/unhealthy;
�� Moral approach could be balanced with compassion , realism and Moral approach could be balanced with compassion , realism and 

“ letting go”“ letting go”
�� All underpinned by clear vision of the nature of lossAll underpinned by clear vision of the nature of loss



In Northern Ireland we could... 
Learn lessons from elsewhere such as Learn lessons from elsewhere such as 

SASA

Attempt to ensure that remembering Attempt to ensure that remembering 
serves the cause of peace and does serves the cause of peace and does 

not become another contested terrainnot become another contested terrain

Attempt to ensure that the Attempt to ensure that the 
remembering serves multiple remembering serves multiple 

purposes, for all parties to the conflictpurposes, for all parties to the conflict



Why the need for truth 
recovery?

�� Low detection & conviction rateLow detection & conviction rate
�� Impunity in cases of state violence Impunity in cases of state violence 
�� Culture of silence within institutions Culture of silence within institutions 
�� Victims’  search for truthVictims’  search for truth
�� Need to alter mainstream versions of history to Need to alter mainstream versions of history to 

include previous omissionsinclude previous omissions
�� Need to learn the lessons of the past injustice in Need to learn the lessons of the past injustice in 

order to reassure about future order to reassure about future 



The desired function of truth 
recovery

�� Knowledge of who is responsible Knowledge of who is responsible -- who you are who you are 
dealing withdealing with

�� Opportunities to forgive & reconcileOpportunities to forgive & reconcile
�� Opportunities to confess & Opportunities to confess & apologiseapologise
�� Public acknowledgement  of suffering and Public acknowledgement  of suffering and 

culpabilityculpability
HOWEVER, OFTEN THESE GOALS ARE ONLY HOWEVER, OFTEN THESE GOALS ARE ONLY 

PARTLY ACHIEVED, OR NOT ACHIEVED PARTLY ACHIEVED, OR NOT ACHIEVED 
AT ALL. AT ALL. 



Goals of truth recovery
(taken from Sierra Leonian TC)

�� To arrive at new inclusive record of period To arrive at new inclusive record of period 
of conflictof conflict

�� To address the issue of impunityTo address the issue of impunity

�� To respond to needs of victimsTo respond to needs of victims

�� To heal, reinstate or establish relationships To heal, reinstate or establish relationships 
between those in conflictbetween those in conflict

�� To prevent reTo prevent re--occurrenceoccurrence



Issues in truth recovery in NI

�� Singular and mutually exclusive versions of truth Singular and mutually exclusive versions of truth 
(absolutism)(absolutism)-- reflection of divided societyreflection of divided society

�� Lack of incentive to give testimony Lack of incentive to give testimony -- supply and supply and 
demand problemdemand problem

�� Truth recovery may preclude use of other legal Truth recovery may preclude use of other legal 
avenues such as ECHRavenues such as ECHR

�� Cost benefit analysis of truth recovery Cost benefit analysis of truth recovery -- if legal if legal 
model used, money goes to lawyers, not to model used, money goes to lawyers, not to 
victimsvictims



Goals of a TRP in NI

� To address all losses and abuses by all parties to 
the conflict inclusively, and offer all a parity of 
treatment; 

� To offers a range of options to participants for 
truth recovery, including non-judicial, extra-legal 
and collaborative methods (see Healing Through 
Remembering report)

� To ensure that the process directly benefits those 
who have lost and suffered most, rather than the 
professionals involved



Relationship to‘healing’ 

�� Truth recovery may not facilitate healing in Truth recovery may not facilitate healing in 
individual participants, but may open wounds. individual participants, but may open wounds. 

�� The healing from truth recovery processes The healing from truth recovery processes 
may be at societal level, may be at societal level, 

�� Exploration of the humanitarian Exploration of the humanitarian 
consequences of conflict may act as consequences of conflict may act as 
prophylactic against future violence.prophylactic against future violence.

�� Public education & establishment of public Public education & establishment of public 
confidence in the new dispensation, provides confidence in the new dispensation, provides 
justification for truth recovery work. justification for truth recovery work. 



The Hunter 
Olive Schreiner

�� Suffering is a prerequisite for the quest for Suffering is a prerequisite for the quest for 
truthtruth

�� Lies are more attractive and popular: the Lies are more attractive and popular: the 
uses and value of truth is not universally uses and value of truth is not universally 
apparentapparent

�� The quest for truth is an epic one, involving The quest for truth is an epic one, involving 
more than one generation of labormore than one generation of labor

�� At the end of a lifetime’s search, only a At the end of a lifetime’s search, only a 
feather from the wing of truth can be held.feather from the wing of truth can be held.


