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How does a society move from the past into the future? How does a society that has killed and maimed each other for forty years or four hundred years, how does it reconcile its differences, lay aside its hurts and angers so that it can receive and offer forgiveness and move into a better future? Well, obviously, not easily. But it should be done and it can be done. Will it be done? It is difficult to be optimistic because mankind has an enormous ability to learn little or nothing from the past and a propensity to keep going over the same ground and making the same mistakes - even when those mistakes involve death and human misery.

There is a chapter at the beginning of our Report(Consultative Group on the Past) which is entitled Remembrance of the Past for Reconciliation. The chapter contains the ingredients that are necessary for the journey of conflict transformation.  It says that: ‘divided communities carry different experiences and understandings of the past in their minds and indeed it is this that divides them. Their accounts of the past differ deeply. These accounts are used as a marker to determine and make positive, but more frequently, negative moral judgments on each other and so continue the legacy of suspicion, mistrust and hatred. 

These different moral assessments are seen most clearly in each side’s often strident retelling of their own story. If these conflicting moral assessments of the past are to change, then all sides need to be encouraged and facilitated to listen and hear each other’s stories. This listening must lead to honest assessment of what the other is saying and to recognise the truth within their story. In such a process it might be possible to construct a remembrance of our past which is more humane, comprehensive and rounded’. 

If that is true and I believe it to be so then there is some hope because in our past legacy there are examples of that listening and telling of each others stories and of understanding the different moral assessments. That is exactly what was happening when Thomas O’ Fiach and Gusty Spence sat and talked and smoked their pipes. That was what was happening when David Ervine and Gerry Adams talked and smoked their pipes. That was what was happening in 1994 on the first night the Brits sat with Martin McGuinness and Gerry Kelly. I was going to say there were no pipes that night but I had forgotten that I was sitting at the table and that I  would have been smoking my pipe. That telling and listening is what happens every time a group of victims and survivors goes off on a residential. That is what  happened when  the Forum for Victims met in Scotland recently and when they meet on a fortnightly  basis from now on.

In the same chapter of our Report it says: ‘The fruitful beginning of sustainable reconciliation and a truly shared future centre upon a genuine and general acknowledgement of the moral dignity of our common humanity. This reconciliation requires for its integrity and success two other elements, namely, a willingness for mutual forgiveness and a willingness to address the truth of the matters to which the mutual forgiveness is to apply.

It is not possible to complete an act of forgiveness unless a wrong is acknowledged. In the case of the divided communities of Northern Ireland, this means that both sides must somehow be enabled to reach agreement that there was wrongdoing on both sides. This is not a matter of balancing amounts of wrongdoing but of acknowledging that wrong was done on both sides. Only then is mutual forgiveness possible.

Let me make an observation on that issue: that both sides must be enabled to reach agreement that there was wrongdoing on both sides. It is possible to know something and at the same time not to know what you think you know. I knew, before I went into this project, that middle unionism, political unionism, had a reluctance, an unwillingness, to admit that there was wrongdoing on both sides but I was shocked at how deep and entrenched that reluctance was.

Mainstream unionism deludes itself by proposing that there were rotten apples in the barrel and that the Loyalist paramilitary groups were as reprehensible and guilty as the IRA but they vehemently and doggedly refuse to accept that they had any responsibility for the conflict. In their own assessment of themselves they were innocent and pure of any wrongdoing. David Ervine’s memorable and telling statement that when he was involved in the conflict he knew the colour of their wallpaper has always been a thorn in their side but it has not brought them to a more truthful place. I could accept that misrepresentation more easily were it a true and complete delusion. But when people sit before you and give a formal input that proposes that unionism was innocent and devoid of blame and then has a cup of coffee with you and tells you the exact opposite, that unionism was to blame for some of the conflict; that is hard to swallow. Unionism, telling itself that it had no responsibility for the tragic conflict that happened here, will never be at peace with itself.      

Truth is crucial to the prospect of reconciliation. Genuine conversations, to establish,  and as far as possible agree, what the truth is, should take place between those involved in the conflict, while recognising that complete truth is unattainable. Conversations between the divided communities must be about the conflicting moral judgements and not just the facts as put forward by one or both sides of the conflict’. 

The Report on the Past puts flesh and blood on these principles in that it proposes methods and institutions that would address and held resolve or, at least, ameliorate the complexity of the conflict. And the recommendations were posited on the work being done in five years, providing a benchmark that would demarcate a new beginning.

The word ’truth’ itself has become divisive within this context. To some within the unionist family, it is a Trojan horse to trap them and expose their sins. To republicans it is the beacon that shines light into the darker area of our conflict and also lights up the path into the future. Sinn Fein gave a formal response to the Report during the last week. I acknowledge the kind words and positive remarks included in the response. 

The big divide was on the legacy commission which Sinn Fein would not co-operate with because it would not be independent and international. Sinn Fein propose a truth commission set up under the auspices of the United Nations. It is becoming less clear who would pay. Would it be the United Nations or the British Government? I think it should be admitted up front that if the requirement is that the United nations should  pay for it then it will never happen, even if Gordon Brown and Brian Cowan got down on their knees and begged. If the British pay then we are back into the semantics and interpretations of independence. Sinn Fein says that for a truth recovery process to work there must be the maximum involvement from all sides. Fair point. But the truth is that a truth commission is not going to get very much buy-in. It is rejected as an idea by the greater number of combatants and participants not because they are afraid of the truth, or not willing to step up to the mark, but because Truth Commissions throughout the world have a chequered history. They are no longer considered the most appropriate way to deal with the past. 

But leaving apart all the philosophical and logistic arguments, there is another issue. Even though the IRA formally refused to enter into consultation with the group, we talked to a lot of IRA people during the eighteen months of consultation. The vast majority of them thought a Truth Commission along the lines of the South African Commission was a bad idea and they would, under no circumstances, take part, even if the IRA or Sinn Fein called upon them to do so.

Coming from the City I come from I cannot but be aware of a further contradiction. All of us who were present on the day of Bloody Sunday went to the Saville Tribunal to give evidence. That included Sinn Fein and people who were in the IRA. The British Government paid for the Tribunal.

If Sinn Fein continue to set their face so dogmatically against a legacy commission which can deliver a lot of truth and analysis of the causes of conflict, they are in danger of depriving a lot of victims of what they need and deserve.  

There is not the time and this is not the place to go into all the details. It is too much for a short session. But let me touch upon a few other current issues. Let me begin with sectarianism, an issue we devoted a lot of space to in the Report. We pointed out that ’A large number of those consulted aspired to a new Northern Ireland where toleration, respect for cultural and religious diversity, equality and justice are the foundation of our relationships. They want a secure, safe, stable and ‘shared Northern Ireland’ where politically motivated violence or its threat is removed. This does not mean obliterating all signs of difference and diversity but rather it means developing a respectful relationship with those who are different from us. 

Given the strong Christian tradition in Northern Ireland, the Christian Churches have a particular responsibility to take a lead role within communities in addressing the destructive presence of ongoing sectarianism’. I have two things to say about this issue. Firstly, I have read the various documents that have been published by the political parties up at Stormont under the broad title of a ’shared future’. While there are good things in all the documents, none of them are adequately comprehensive or, indeed, honest. They are talking, mostly, to their own communities rather than to all communities. The Report on the Past is a much more adequate, solid and challenging basis on which to develop a policy for a ‘shared future’. It gets to the heart of the matter in a more scholarly and pragmatic manner that the other reports to which I have referred.   

The Report points out that sectarianism is sometimes used to justify harm, injury or death inflicted on an individual or community because they are different and judged to be the lesser. It is unlikely that anyone has escaped unscathed given that we have lived within a sectarian society and have learned at best to tolerate it and at worst to accept and reproduce it. By definition and nature sectarianism involves religion and the destructive patterns of relating that arise from a negative mixing of religious belief and politics. When religion is used to draw boundaries, whether communal or territorial, and to reinforce patterns of inequality and social conflict, then prejudice and discrimination are given divine sanction, even if such behaviour contradicts the professed belief of its adherents.

The Report says that the Christian Churches have a particular responsibility to take the lead in addressing this issue. Bad theology has done enormous damage throughout the ages. The theology divisions are not going to be addressed in the near future. Universally, ecumenism has gone backward rather than forward. But that does not mean that nothing can be done. Public acts of atonement by the churches would do some good and if they were localised in such areas as Coleraine and elsewhere they some of the more crude weapons would be removed from those who want to continue blaming and hating each other or indeed of thinking their religion is better than the other man’s.

And then we have the present political crisis. Devolution of Justice and Policing is creating waves which have the potential to sweep away the institutions, In our discussions with the two main political parties we had the temerity to point out that this issue would eventually come down to economics and budgets. We advised that the current process of dealing with the past, the courts, public enquires, the HET and the Ombudsman were difficult if not impossible to budget. For that reason we proposed that the budget line on the past would be picked up by the two governments, taking an intolerable burden off the fledgling institutions. I don’t know what is going on in the present negotiations but if I were a victim or a survivor who desired justice or truth or someone who needed ongoing medical or therapeutic support, I would be wondering if I was being considered in these negotiations. I would rather have a ring fenced budget guaranteed by both governments rather being in the mix of a budget that had calls upon it from education, health, industry and all the other demands of any economy.

And we have at least one, if not two general elections in the offing. If the polls are right, we are going to have a change of government in both Britain and Ireland. The polls are presently predicting that the Conservatives will become the new government. If what I am hearing is correct then the Conservatives will bin this Report . In its place they will suggest a memorial hospital and a moving on , leaving the past behind. It will not be as crude as that but it will amount to leaving the past to be dealt with by the passage of time and the death of those who feel most affected by the effects of the troubles. 

That will not be an unpopular suggestion. Many, maybe the majority in our society, are tired of this issue and wish it would go away. They are tired and weary of the continuing disputes and wish they would stop. But as those who carry the scars of the past know, and as the divisions in our society continue to illustrate, the past cannot be forgotten. Buried memories fester in the unconscious minds of communities in conflict only to emerge later in even more distorted and virulent forms to poison minds and relationships. The animosity between the communities continue, as is clear not least in the politics of the Stormont Assembly. When future generations ask ‘why‘? they will, if reasons are not considered and recorded, make up their own minds about what happened based on age old beliefs of the communities they come from.

Most importantly for present purposes, one should emphasise that,  although the past is past, it continues to exist in people’s minds. That past affects how people live their lives and how they experience the world. 

The lives of those lost cannot be restored. For those who survived, and for those who are left only with the memory of loved ones lost, no process or policy can ever take away their pain. The dignity and courage of many victims and survivors is a testimony to their strength and an invitation to all in society to do everything in our power to stop our differences and prejudices spiralling downwards into the kind of violence that we have known in the past. It is in all our hands to make sure we, as a society, do not create a new generation of victims.
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