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There is no prescriptive or single method that should be used for dealing with the past. The interplay between remembering, forgetting and moving on after decades of violence is complex and country specific. Forgetting and drawing a line through the past, it could be argued, is as much a method for dealing with the past as remembering and truth recovery.  In South Africa for example, contrary to popular belief, remembering and forgetting have marched a line very close to one another. On one hand the African National Congress (ANC) government has stressed the importance of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), but at the same time it has always hoped that it would be a focused and short-term remembering project. After the TRC completed its work it was intended that the society would move on. In the ANC submission to the TRC it is clearly, and perhaps over-optimistically, asserted that:

It is important that, within its [the TRC’s] lifetime, the Commission should complete the amnesty process, to ensure that the democratic state is not left with the responsibility of instituting criminal investigations and the possible prosecution of people for actions that took place during the period covered by the mandate of the TRC. We believe that the TRC should conclude its work as quickly as possible so that we indeed let bygones be bygones and allow the nation to forgive a past it nevertheless dare not forget.

Nelson Mandela has advocated remembering through the TRC, but almost in a contradictory fashion has also urged people to forget. For example, in a rally in Durban in 1990, much to the dismay of the crowd, he implored, ‘Forget the past, and throw your weapons into the sea’. In a similar vein whilst addressing a Black Management Forum in 1995 he commented, ‘In putting aside quarrels of the past we have a country which has the opportunity to acquire education, skills and expertise in many fields. We want this. Let’s forget the past. Let’s put down our weapons; let’s turn them into plough-shares.  Let’s build our country’.
  In 1996 at the inauguration of the ‘Enoch Makanyi Sontonga Memorial’ in Johannesburg, Mandela also stated, ‘Let’s forget the past, and concentrate on the present’.

In South Africa, it could be argued that people are urged to remember to forget. Thus, the idea of simply letting bygones be bygones and moving on is not ruled out at this early stage in the tentative transition of Northern Ireland. By the same token, setting up a process of remembering so that the past can be properly understood and voice given to the silent victims of Northern Ireland’s Troubles is equally not discarded. Archbishop Tutu has warned, ‘We must deal effectively, penitently with our past or it will return to haunt our present and we won’t have a future to speak of’.

Like Tutu, many would argue that the impact of large-scale political violence and its resultant silence needs to be seriously dealt with by societies in transition or the divisions of the past will continue to poison the present. If we forget in the name of political expediency, or because it is easier than remembering, the society will pay the price at a later stage. The difficulty is that breaking the silence of the past and listening to other people’s accounts of history (particularly those of our adversaries) is a dangerous, difficult and often fraught task. Clearly, there is not only one truth, but many truths about the past.

Any notion of revealing the truth about the past is an inherently troublesome undertaking. Furthermore, despite growing research on strategies for dealing with the past in countries in transition, it is not clear how forgetting the past, or alternatively, remembering the past, actually avoids or provokes political violence in the future.

There is no easy answer to questions about dealing with the past. It remains debatable whether it is better to draw a line across the past and leave people with their own truths in the hope that these will never again translate into violence, or, whether societies like Northern Ireland should try to heal some of the rifts of the past through uncovering, remembering and understanding the conflicts of the past.

If we pursue the latter course, it certainly means engaging in the dirty business of remembering, acknowledging responsibility and even finger pointing. This is further complicated by the fact that if we honestly uncover all the layers to the past it will soon be revealed that we are all complicit (to varying degrees) in the violence of the past. This is never a comfortable thought. It will also reveal that the past is made up of multiple and contradictory truths. One unified narrative, or version of the past, can never be uncovered. The past will remain a contested debate.

Post the Good Friday Agreement in Northern Ireland it is clear that a broad level of consensus on the need to uncover the past is not forthcoming. It would probably also be a mistake to use the structure of the South African model of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission as a starting point for dealing with past. The South African model grew from a specific context. Therefore the debate should not be whether Northern Ireland should have a South African style truth commission or not, but rather, what strategy (or strategies) Northern Ireland should be considering for dealing with the past.  It is important to draw on experiences from other countries in this regard.  South Africa with its expansive truth and reconciliation process provides a good starting point.  However, at the same time Northern Ireland, or any other society for that matter, should be dependent upon these cases for comparative study. There have been some twenty truth commissions across the globe.

Moreover, strategies for uncovering the past can take on many shapes and forms. These can include formal truth commissions or commissions of inquiry such as the ‘Bloody Sunday Inquiry’. Strategies for dealing with the past can also include the documentation of victims’ stories in the form of books, archives, poetry, writing, theatre and song, as well as more structured truth telling processes, ranging from counselling to commemoration through monuments and rituals.

Remembering the past in any of these ways is an arduous and painful task. Arguably, strategies for remembering, whether formal government strategies or work undertaken by communities, can provide an institutional frame in which the past can be dealt with. Thus any strategy (or frame) for dealing with the past will have to grow out of the context of Northern Ireland, be broadly acceptable, timely and accountable to its people. 

To deal with the past or not?

There are many arguments as to why the past should not be explored, investigated or uncovered. It could be argued that uncovering the past can de-rail peace initiatives and cause further violence. One could also claim that, if unmanaged, the realisation of uncovering the past can be more psychologically painful than leaving it undisturbed. There is also value in the argument that for the youth (who were not part of past conflict) it is favourable that the past is forgotten so as to allow them to distance themselves from past abuses and old mindsets. In this way they can create a new future unpolluted by the past. Furthermore, the arguments that the past can be manipulated and reinterpreted so that it can be used as a weapon warrant serious consideration. 

Nonetheless, these arguments are, for the most part, outweighed by reasons as to why the past should be investigated and uncovered by the people of any society coming out of violence. There are four primary reasons why strategies for dealing with the past should be considered.
 

Firstly, there is a basic psychological justification for undertaking a process of remembering the past. Psychologically, sleeping dogs do not lie; past traumas do not simply pass or disappear with the passage of time. The past can never just be ignored and past traumas can always be expected to have emotional consequences for an individual and the society at some later stage.
 Psychological restoration and healing can only occur through providing the space for survivors of violence to feel heard and for every detail of the traumatic event to be re-experienced in a safe environment.
  

Secondly, remembering and its use (and abuse) cannot be separated from the present social and political concerns, and could serve the interests of one sector of the society. It is for this very reason that as many voices as possible should engage in the process of remembering. Only through engaging in the process of remembering can we enter into the socially contested field of the past. In so doing, we open the only possibility of developing creative and constructive collective memories that are functional to as many people within the society as possible.

Thirdly, within the literature on truth commissions, many authors have asserted the importance of focusing on the past. The setting up of truth recovery processes and their ability to contribute to reconciliation with the past have been ubiquitously asserted.
  Hayner  is of the opinion that a truth commission (as one example of truth recovery process) can promote reconciliation, outline needed reform, allow victims to air their pain, provide acknowledgement of a long-suppressed past, and hopefully keep such horrors from being repeated.
 

Finally, the importance of acknowledgement of wrongdoing and the uncovering of truth (and justice in most cases) is also commonly expressed as healing for victims or survivors.  By creating a realistic perspective of past human rights abuses, individual and collective cognitive recovery could be aided by allowing survivors to accept what happened to them and deal with their resultant emotional responses. 

Mary Burton, one of the South African Truth and Reconciliation (TRC) Commissioner feels that breaking the silences of the past and creating a vivid and unforgettable record of the atrocities committed under apartheid has been one of the greatest successes of the South African TRC.
   She argues that giving public testimony has been healing for survivors. She writes, ‘The right to be heard and acknowledged, with respect and empathy, did contribute to a process of healing in many cases’.
   She also feels that TRC has contributed to a greater exposure of the truth
 and that some answers have been provided to the survivors about who was responsible and why certain atrocities happened.  These detailed accounts have built a historical record that will contribute to the prevention of similar atrocities in the future.  

At the same time, Mary Burton acknowledges the real difficulties of attempting to come to terms with the past.   In South Africa the revealing of the truth and the reopening of wounds is emotional and extremely painful. Some survivors still remain angry about amnesty for perpetrators, and some perpetrators (and benefactors of the system) still deny their responsibility. She concludes that a great deal remains to be done despite the fact that the TRC completed its 3,500 page report (the amnesty process continues well into 1999) in October 1998. Reconciliation is still in its infancy in South Africa.  

Nonetheless, based on Mary Burton’s comments, it could be inferred that any society coming out of violence should deal with the past. This is both a rewarding and difficult task, but a necessary first step.

From a Guatemalan perspective, Roberto Cabrera
 also advocates that countries should undertake processes to remember when trying to come to terms with a violent history.
  He draws on his experience of working on the Recovery of the Historic Memory (REMHI) project. REMHI was established in light of the weaknesses of the official truth commission in Guatemala. 

In August 1997 the Commission for Historical Clarification of the Violations of Human Rights and Acts of Violence which have Caused Suffering to the Guatemalan Population or simply the Commission for Historical Clarification (CEH) began. Its mandate was to clarify ‘human rights violations and acts of violence linked to the period of armed conflict’. The CEH has been criticised for its short period of operation (six months to a year to investigate a 36 year period), its lack of legal powers like search, seizure and subpoena, and its inability to ‘individualise responsibility’ or have its information used in prosecutions.

REMHI began its work in 1995 and is separate from the official CEH. REMHI was designed to reinforce the CEH through collecting statements at a grass-roots level. Richard Wilson has noted the importance of REMHI: 

While augmenting the likely impact of the Commission (CEH), the REMHI project will also serve to highlight its many shortcomings, and to help fulfil some of its neglected functions. Uniquely, the REMHI report will name both perpetrators and victims on both sides of the political divide. In addition, the project is working for a longer period than the CEH, and more closely with local communities.

The REMHI Report entitled Guatemala: Nunca Mas (Never Again) was  made public in April 1998.  It documents details of 55,021 individual cases, nearly half of which were murders. 

Roberto Cabrera reflects on his experience of working on the project and the lessons of this grass-roots truth recovery process. He makes it clear that in the wake of extensive political violence the past has to be dealt with in one way or another.  From the perspective of victims it is pointless to even debate whether they would remember or not, because given their trauma they simply cannot forget.

Roberto Cabrera’s stresses the importance of grass-roots and civil society initiatives in the truth recovery process.  Grass-roots initiatives can do a great deal in picking up the pieces of the past, uncovering hidden stories and dealing with the scars left by violence. The work of REMHI teaches us that recovering the truth is not only the prerogative of the government. Truth recovery should be owned and undertaken by individuals and community groups.

Marie Smyth
 argues a similar point to Roberto Cabrera, namely,  that those most traumatised by the Troubles in Northern Ireland have no choice about remembering.  The memories come back to them constantly in the form of nightmares, on the anniversaries of the death of their loved ones, and sometimes by simply passing the street where an incident occurred.   She eloquently captures this when she writes:

Remembering [for victims] is not an option – it is a daily torture, a voice inside the head that has no on/off switch and no volume control.  The question should we remember implies a choice that does not exist for many people.

Like it or not, victims and society as a whole have to deal with the past in post-conflict societies. Marie Smyth feels that the process of coming to terms with the past can only be eased if the remembering process is democratised, i.e. if the entire society shares in the process of remembering.  She makes a powerful argument that it is misleading to suggest that everyone in Northern Ireland is a victim in the same way. She bases this argument on empirical data of where incidents took place, who perpetrated them and who was killed in Northern Ireland.
 She clearly shows that some areas and groups were affected more severely than others, and she advocates that this imbalance of suffering needs to be understood if resources are to be appropriately distributed.

Marie Smyth feels that in Northern Ireland all people have to take some responsibility for the Troubles. Responsibility needs to be taken not only for direct actions, but also for silence and covert support. She does, however, acknowledge that the people of Northern Ireland are not all perpetrators in the same way - the spectrum is broad.

The responsibility debate raised by Marie Smyth hinges on the degree to which we feel society or individuals are accountable for violence. This is question faced by most countries trying to deal with a violent past.  Drawing lines along the continuum of responsibility is a perplexing task in societies in transition. Restorative justice theory teaches us that without the taking of responsibility for violence (no matter how small your personal role) restoration and reconciliation between the different parties are always under threat. 

Marie Smyth argues that the failure to acknowledge responsibility (and she advocates that the entire Northern Ireland society is responsible in varying degrees) threatens reconciliation in Northern Ireland. She writes:

Currently there is a tendency on the part of diverse groups and individuals to claim victim-hood.  This willingness is not matched by a corresponding willingness to own responsibility in relation to the hurts and harms that have been done in their name, or that we have inflicted directly by our own actions.  Until both responsibility and loss are claimed in a more equal measure, the peace process is lopsided, immature, unstable, and the process of reconciliation is impossible.
 

Clearly, strategies for dealing with the past (e.g. truth commission, commission of inquiry, etc.) have to deal with the complexities of violence and competing moralities of violence. Furthermore, there are a wide range of role players in political violence and states themselves are also not exempt from investigations into the truth. Individuals can have the dual role of being both a so-called victim and a perpetrator. Those victimised during political turmoil can range from victims of gross violations (e.g. murder) to the so-called minor violations implicit in having to live in highly policed communities.  In societies coming out of conflict the notion that everyone is equally victimised is absurd. Degrees of victimisation generally differ. 

Other issues to consider when establishing any commission to investigate the past include the need for transparent and representative appointment processes to commissions, and the need to undertake extensive consultative and preparatory workshops before any truth recovery process is established.

A Truth Commission for Northern Ireland?

John Darby has noted that Northern Ireland:

Is a society where dates are fixed like beacons in folklore and mythology...trip off the tongue during ordinary conversations like the latest football scores in other environments and are recorded for posterity on gable walls.

Although this may be true, Northern Ireland is not the only society that has been faced with questions of how to deal with the past after a protracted conflict. There is a popular misconception that the people of Northern Ireland are more stuck in the past than elsewhere. This is incorrect. All societies coming out of division and conflict draw on history to arm themselves for the conflicts of the present - conflicts that for the most part are real, and are historically and materially based.

It is a commonly held belief that certain societies are prisoners of the past in such an intractable way that they bind themselves in inescapable chains. The people of Northern Ireland are often mistakenly referred to in this way. The Troubles, and the decades, and some would argue centuries prior, have created a set of beliefs and myths that have protracted the conflict - these are both real and imagined. However, the role the past plays in the present in Northern Ireland is not unique. Brian Walker writes:

History is no more and no less important in Ireland than elsewhere. The current situation is not linked in a distinctive way to the past. The conflict in Northern Ireland is not an age-old one…Other parts of Europe have also faced and still do face similar problems. As elsewhere, leaders and people in Ireland, both north and south, have a vital role to play in determining the shape of their own society, and are not just helpless victims of a turbulent past.

Similarly, the situation in Northern Ireland, as it is popularly held, is not one that has been static and unchanging. John Darby notes:

History has bequeathed a varied inheritance. The common view that the Irish conflict is intractable because it is unchanging is demonstrably untrue. Since the Norman invasion by Henry II of England in the twelfth century, it is possible to discern significant shifts in the Irish problem.

Nonetheless, there is no doubt that the past is contested in Northern Ireland and still impacts on efforts for reconciliation. Many stories of the hardships and violence of the past remain untold. It is only now, as the society normalises, that the intricate stories of the past are beginning to filter into the public space. Experiences from dozens of countries around the world teach that these stories will not simply stop once they begin.  Northern Ireland is not yet free from the shackles of the past and it has no choice but to accept that the past has to be dealt with in one way or another.

In addition, when asking whether Northern Ireland should deal with its past it indirectly implies that little is being done currently to come to terms with the legacy of conflict. Northern Ireland is in the midst of a dynamic process of attempting to deal with its past. It is in a process of change. History is not retractable and the past is not being left untouched. This, broadly speaking, ranges from the initiatives amongst politicians (including their wranglings and disagreements) to grass-roots projects undertaken by community groups. There are a number of groups and individuals that are recording the stories of victims in a variety of ways, some of these being archived and others made public. Commemoration and remembrance has also been a constant feature of the society. It has also, however, been sectarian at times. The countryside and cities are littered with community memorials. Remembrance is commonplace. The truth about incidents that have taken place has also constantly been revealed and made public through the work of many writers and community groups. 

Northern Ireland is, and has been, working through the past and engaging in a process of selective remembering and forgetting for some time. The question is, however, to what degree would an official process of national truth recovery and acknowledgement be beneficial? In addition, could the process of remembering become one that builds rather than divides the society?

The most extensive formal process for dealing with the past to date is the work of the Northern Ireland Victims Commission. On 19 November 1997 the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, Dr Mo Mowlam, wrote to Sir Kenneth Bloomfield and asked him to head a Commission that, over the next six months, would:

Examine the feasibility of providing greater recognition for those who have become victims in the last thirty years as a consequence of events in Northern Ireland, recognising that those events have also had appalling repercussions for many people not living in Northern Ireland.

To achieve this task Sir Kenneth Bloomfield was asked to consult various organisations concerned with the welfare of the bereaved and disabled, as well as with community groups, churches and political parties, and to make recommendations directly to the Secretary of State. He completed his report, We Will Remember Them, in April 1998. The Report includes a range of recommendations of how victims could be remembered and how services could be rendered to the most traumatised.  Emphasis was given to the importance of action to redress the needs of victims, and to consider appropriate and acceptable memorial schemes, and for a review of the compensation scheme. However, Sir Kenneth Bloomfield has noted that the Commission, ‘was not an investigatory body, a court of inquiry or a detective agency’.
 

To this end, the Northern Ireland Victims Commission only made recommendations on how the needs of victims could be addressed and did not focus on uncovering new truths about the past.   We Will Remember Them, however, has not been free from criticism. After the issuing of the report, and during its process, several victims groups were highly critical of the Commission.  One criticism is that the report prioritises victims of paramilitary violence and does not pay sufficient attention to the victims of state violence.
  This is said to be the result of the fact that the Commission was established through the state and that Sir Kenneth Bloomfield was himself compromised as he had headed the state Civil Service. The victims of state violence feel that the questions of truth and justice are missing from the report.

From this perspective, it is clear that for any truth recovery process in Northern Ireland to be acceptable it would have to include a focus on uncovering the full extent of the violations committed both by paramilitaries and the state. It would also have to grapple with the difficult question of the morality of violence. Whether such a difficult undertaking is possible at this point in Northern Ireland is questionable. After the completion of the We Will Remember Them report Sir Kenneth Bloomfield’s Northern Ireland Victims Commission was replaced by the Victim Liaison Unit that was set up by the Northern Ireland Office to implement the recommendations in the Bloomfield report.  The work of the Victim Liaison Unit is ongoing.

On the 9th of November 1998, Billy Stevenson of the Victim Liaison Unit (VLU) stated that the VLU was still embarking on a consultation process on how best to implement the recommendations of the Bloomfield Report. He reported that by November 1998 the Victim Liaison Unit had set up a Memorial Fund, established a reference group to the minister of victims and an educational bursary scheme was in the pipeline. He said that a £5 million ‘downpayment’ had been allocated to the implementation of the Bloomfield report. By November 1998, £2.2 million had been allocated to six pilot schemes dealing with victims of violence. However, there still seems to be much distrust of the Unit. Concerns remain over its representativeness, transparency and over which constituency it is serving, i.e. whether it is still under-emphasising the plight of state victims.
 

Importantly, however, in Sir Kenneth Bloomfield’s report We Will Remember Them, he does not rule out the possibility of the establishment of a truth commission in Northern Ireland. Arguably an official truth recovery process could enhance existing grass-roots processes of remembering, and also serve to acknowledge hurts, appropriately apportion responsibility and create a new broadly consensual truth and history. Equally, given the history of sectarianism in Northern Ireland, and that peace is not yet firmly entrenched, an official truth recovery process could also increase political tensions and lead to unnecessary, and unrepentant, finger-pointing.

On most accounts, an official truth recovery process seems unlikely at this point. The balance of power between forces during transition generally determines government policy on issues.
  In Northern Ireland, at this stage, the forces are too evenly weighted and all sides are opting to leave their truths hidden for now. Most political players demand truth from those they perceive as the other side or sides, but seem unwilling to offer the truth from their side, or acknowledge and take responsibility for their actions. This is mostly due to fear that such acknowledgement (public or otherwise) will weaken their position as parties vie for power in the new dispensation and that the truth may be used against them within the context of the delicate peace that prevails. There are also those in Northern Ireland who refuse to accept that they did anything wrong or that their action (or inaction) was complicit in perpetuating the conflict.

Bill Rolston remains doubtful about a truth recovery process ever happening in Northern Ireland because one of the main role players in a comprehensive truth recovery process would have to be the British government. It seems unlikely that they would ever expose the intricacies of their activities in Northern Ireland on an equal footing with other role players. He writes, presumably sardonically, that:

It could be argued that these debates are irrelevant in the Irish context. Demands for truth and for truth commissions may be relevant to previous military dictatorships in Latin America or Africa or previous totalitarian regimes in Eastern Europe, but not to the North of Ireland, a part of the United Kingdom, which is said to be a democratic society.

In addition, the timing of the process of revealing truth is critical and the peace remains too fragile. As the Northern Ireland Assembly begins its work there does not seem to be overwhelming political support (or rationale) for an all encompassing truth recovery process in Northern Ireland as typified by what has taken place in South Africa. The time is not right to begin the difficult quest of uncovering the past. However, once the situation has stabilised, then a truth recovery process or truth commission could be, and arguably should be, seriously considered.

Several commentators in Northern Ireland, and certainly those working with victims, do express that it is important that the idea of having a truth recovery process should not be ruled out of hand. It is undoubtedly useful, and necessary, for victims to tell their stories and feel acknowledged. In addition, the full facts (and truths) about many incidents are not known in Northern Ireland. These include well known controversies such the Stalker affair, and allegations that members of the security forces have colluded with loyalist paramilitary organisations,
 as well as the full facts about a host of paramilitary murders. There are still questions about the whereabouts and the exact circumstances of death of the approximately 20 ‘disappeared’ persons in Northern Ireland.

There are also calls for truth and justice with regard to the 359 families who have been bereaved by disputed killings by security forces for which there have been only four convictions.
  Rolston concludes that despite the reservations about a full-blown truth commission the debates and demands for truth will not disappear in the short-term. He writes:

No matter what the future holds, no matter how far the situation slips back into violence, while there are those who believe that a just peace is possible, the issue of the right to truth must be included in discussions about the nature of that peace.

For Rolston the concept of a truth commission should not be rejected.
 Similarly, Sir Kenneth Bloomfield in his report, We Will Remember Them, does not rule out the possibility of a truth commission type process in Northern Ireland. He does, however, note with some caution that:

Unhappily, ‘truth’ can be used as a weapon as well as a shield. If such a device were to have a place in Northern Ireland, it could only be in the context of a wide-ranging political accord.

Wide ranging support of the kind Bloomfield mentions does not seem to exist at this point as has been mentioned. But are the resistances to truth recovery in Northern Ireland wider than the mere political?

Grahame Hayes, reflecting on the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission, says that it is not surprising that there is a resistance to the truth about the past being revealed. He writes: 

The resistance comes from many quarters: the perpetrators fear the truth because of the guilt of their actions; the benefactors fear the truth because of the ‘silence’ of their complicity; some victims fear the truth because of the apprehension of forgetting through the process of forgiveness; and other victims fear the truth because it is too painful to bear.

He concludes that reconciliation takes place at the point where we struggle with understanding our own personal resistances to uncovering the past. This implies that we should not be asking the question should we deal with the past? But rather we should begin the debate by asking why is it that we feel we should not deal with the past. 

In light of this, Hayes would urge us to investigate our own personal motives and resistances to a truth recovery process, not in a judgmental way, but as a way of understanding our own relationship to the past.  This may be one starting point for the people of Northern Ireland and many other societies. Raymond Murray in his recent book State Violence: Northern Ireland 1969-1997 also questions why is it that people in Northern Ireland (and elsewhere one could add) lack the honesty and humility to start take stock of their roles in the past.  He feels truth, from all sides, is essential for healing the wounds of the past.  He writes:

Yes it is important for the republican paramilitaries to tell the truth about their murders and crimes and repatriate missing bodies.  Yes it is necessary for the loyalist paramilitaries to tell the truth about their murders and atrocities.  Yes it is necessary for the British government to acknowledge that over the past 28 years it acted unlawfully, immorally, and unjustly in the murder and unjust killings of innocent people, in ill-treatment in interrogation centres and in corrupt courts.  If honesty prevails, all this is tied into the decommissioning of arms.  It may scare all the three perpetrators of violence, republican and loyalist paramilitaries and the state from pursuing the issue.  South Africa and El Salvador bravely faced up to the problem; they set up truth commissions…Why do we lack this honesty and humility.

The other starting point is to open the debate about truth recovery in Northern Ireland in a realistic and cautious, but forward-looking manner. We need to appreciate the limitations of truth commissions but also understand that the demand (and internationally accepted right) for truth will not disappear. Demands for truth and justice reverberate in Northern Ireland today and have done so for many years - these will continue irrespective of the successes (and failures) at the political level.

Naturally, we should not fall into the trap of simplistically arguing that revealing (telling the truth) is instantaneously healing as it is commonly held. Hayes writes, ‘just revealing, is not just healing. It depends on how we reveal, the context of the revealing, and what it is that we are revealing’.
  Speaking out needs to be done in a structured manner and for specific ends. Unstructured truth telling and truth for truth’s sake is pointless. In the same vein, effective trauma counselling and support for victims should not be equated with dealing with the past. Support services such as those recommended in the Bloomfield Report are necessary – but for many victims it is unlikely that they will divorce the questions of truth, justice, the labelling of responsibility for the violations, compensation and official acknowledgement from their suffering. Counselling can deal with the consequences of the past effectively but, in itself, is not the only strategy or primary component of dealing with the past after extensive levels of violence. Support for victims is only one component of an effective strategy for dealing with the past.

Ignatieff argues that truth commissions can provide a useful frame in which the public discourse and memory can be housed.
  They can create new public spaces in which the debate and discussion on the past can continually occur. To this end, he writes:

A truth commission cannot overcome a society’s divisions. It can only winnow out the solid core of facts upon which society’s arguments with itself should be conducted. But it cannot bring these arguments to a conclusion.

History in conflict-ridden societies is a debate and a volatile one at that. However, its volatility forces us not to ignore the irresolvable debates of history but rather to seek out ways to deal with them. It seems logical that these may be best dealt with through institutionalised and legitimate social and community frameworks. Framing the debate in the form of an institution like a commission can potentially help defuse the explosive content of history. Equally, some may argue that truth commissions water down the uncovering of the truth as they generally dilute and strain out too much of the past in order to satisfy all the political players. The number of whitewash commissions there have been around the world is evidence of this.

At this point in Northern Ireland, it seems the best that can be hoped for is that a ‘patchwork of truth’ will start to be uncovered, i.e. through individual communities documenting their stories and making them public.
 The REMHI project in Guatemala teaches us that grass-roots truth recovery projects, and listening to the stories of victims, can provide a powerful alternative to official truth commissions. Adhoc commissions of inquiry could also reveal some truths - the ongoing ‘Bloody Sunday Inquiry’ may set a precedent in this regard. Undoubtedly, if the society normalises, the truth will also start to emerge through the media and through books.

At the same time, even if community groups embark on truth recovery processes at the local level, and there are a host of inquiries and other investigations that begin to build a patchwork quilt of truth in Northern Ireland, it can be anticipated that the call for official acknowledgement will not cease in the short-term. 

The people of Northern Ireland have competing versions of the past, but it is unlikely that the society will be able to move on, regardless of successes at the political level, without some versions of the past being officially legitimised and validated, and some even discarded. Many people in Northern Ireland have died in the name of a cause legitimised by their side of the conflict.  Others, perhaps the majority, have covertly supported violence merely by their silence or disrespect for the dead of the other community. If a negotiated dispensation that includes all role-players is consolidated, the society cannot escape the debate about the competing moralities of the use of violence. Equally the plight and demands of the victims and survivors, state and otherwise, will not simply be swept under the carpet through providing adequate counselling, support and compensation. To this end, the debate about the truth in Northern Ireland, and how to reveal it, or suppress it, is merely beginning.
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