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Abstract 

The thirty years of sectarian violence between the Catholic and Protestant communities (known 

as the Troubles), left the Northern Ireland society deeply suspicious of the 'other'. Since the 

signing of the Good Friday Agreement in 1998, Northern Ireland has moved through a tentative 

peace process. At the time of writing the issues that hold the peace process in stasis include the 

decommissioning of paramilitary weapons and policing. Similarly the release of political 

prisoners as part of the Good Friday Agreement has been a difficult reality to face for a 

significant number of victims of sectarian violence. 

During the Troubles two approaches prevailed in attempting to reconcile the two main 

communities and bring an end to the conflict. These were the structural approach and the 

cultural approach. The structural approach saw the roots of the Northern Ireland conflict as lying 

within its institutional frameworks and looked for ways to address this. Alternately, the cultural 

approach saw that the conflict was sustained through the belief systems of the two main 

communities, with the perpetuation of negative myths about the 'other' . Resolution of the conflict 

was seen to be possible by challenging these belief systems through either cross-community 

work, which brought together Catholics and Protestants in face to face meetings, or community 

development work, which focused on single identity work, empowering the identities of each 

community so that the two main communities could come together as equals. It was generally 

acknowledged that the structural and cultural approaches needed to be used in tandem, in the 

effort to reconcile the two main communities. 
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The thesis focuses particularly on the cultural approach, by examining what role, if any, 

community arts played in reconciling the two main communities in Northern Ireland between 

2001 and 2002, four years after the signing of the Good Friday Agreement. The assumptions 

that informed this research were: i) reconciliation, the restoration of relationships, can be 

facilitated through the creation of a safe environment wherein people can express their stories 

of living through a period of violent conflict, to and with one another, in a non-threatening space; 

ii) community arts can assist in the creation of these safe spaces by producing opportunities for 

people to create and express these stories in different and less threatening ways. In examining 

the role of community arts, the thesis highlights three approaches community arts organisations 

adopted in their work: an arts for arts sake approach, a cross-community approach and a 

community development approach. By using these approaches, the thesis shows that whilst 

community arts has helped in a significant number of ways, a large number of people in 

Northern Ireland have not been ready to talk about reconciliation, and significant sections of the 

Protestant community have been reluctant to engage in community arts activities, both within 

their own community and with members of the Catholic community. 



The breath within the balloon 

The breath within the balloon 

will not last. 

You never get inflated balloons 

on the Antiques Roadshow. 

Breath brings with it vulnerability. 

If never inflated 

a balloon may last forever 

but such limp reason 

will never enchant a child 

with decoration 

or gladden the heart 

with the stretching of possibility 

and the fulfilment of promise. 

Is not a universe of such balloons sadder 

than a universe where balloons are apt to burst. 

I hold your breath within my hands. 

The breath within the balloon will not last 

but the giving of breath 

and the tying of the knot 

at each new birth 

is an offering 

for our choice of worlds. 

Henry Normal 
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Chronology of the Conflict 

1916 Easter Rising at Dublin General Post Office marks the beginning of a rebellion 

against British rule over the 32 counties of Ireland. 

1920 The Government of Ireland Act formally divides Ireland into two parliaments, based 

in Dublin and Belfast. Signals the end of Direct Rule from London. 

1921 An Irish Free State is declared for the 26 counties in the south of 

Ireland. The state is now self-governed from Dublin. 

The 6 counties that now make up Northern Ireland are governed from Stormont 

and ruled by the Ulster Unionist party, who are predominantly Protestant. For the 

next 50 years the Catholic minority are discriminated against in the form of 

gerrymandering and unequal employment opportunities. 

1968 Civil rights marches occur in protest at the discriminatory policies run from 

Stormont and violence breaks out when a march is banned. The Royal Ulster 

Constabulary (RUC) is caught on camera using truncheons and water cannons. 

1969 Riots continue between the Catholic and Protestant communities over Catholic 

discrimination, and the British Army arrive in Northern Ireland. 

1970 Internment without trial of people suspected of terrorist activity begins. The majority 

of people arrested are from the Catholic community. 

1972 The British Army shoot and kill thirteen unarmed civilians in a civil rights 

demonstration in Derry Londonderry. The event came to be known as Bloody 

Sunday, and has been regarded as a defining moment for the IRA. 
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Direct Rule from London is re-established. 

1973 The Northern Ireland Assembly is established to end Direct Rule from London, and 

re-establish peace in the region . The Assembly advocated a power sharing 

government. The Sunningdale Agreement is signed. 

197 4 Ulster council workers strike began in protest at the establishment of the Northern 

Ireland Assembly. Formed by the Ulster Workers Council, the strike lasts two 

weeks , and causes serious disruptions to major power stations and petrol supplies. 

Direct Rule is re-instated from London and the strike is called off. 

1981 Hunger strikes by Republican paramilitaries are held in Long Kesh prison, due to 

the phasing out of special category status for political prisoners. Ten men die 

including Bobby Sands, who became an icon of the struggle when he won a seat in 

a local by-election whilst on hunger strike. 

1985 Signing of the Anglo-Irish Agreement led to greater co-operation between London 

and Dublin. 

1993 Signing of the Downing Street Declaration between the British and Irish 

Government in December 1993. 

1994 The IRA declare a cease-fire, later followed by the Combined Loyalist Military 

Command. The cease-fires last two years. 

1998 The Good Friday Agreement is signed outside Stormont on the 10th April , and is 

endorsed by all the political parties. 



Xlll 

John Hume (Nationalist) and David Trimble (Unionist) receive the Nobel Peace 

Prize. 

2000 428 political prisoners are released as part of the Good Friday Agreement. 

2001 Sectarian riots break out in north Belfast. 

IRA begin to decommission weapons. 

2002 Internal loyalist feuds deepen between paramilitary groups in Belfast. 

IRA apologises for the deaths caused to innocent civilians over the 30-year conflict. 

Stormont suspended and Direct Rule re-instated as an IRA 'spy ring' is uncovered 

at Stormont. 

2003 Northern Ireland elections are suspended until the autumn 

Claims are made in national newspapers about British Army collusion with 

paramilitary groups at the height of the Troubles. 

The Police Force of Northern Ireland declare that 2,000 murders committed during 

the Troubles will remain unsolved. They suggest the establishment of a truth and 

reconciliation commission, to provide closure for victim's families. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

'Play - Games - Poetry - Music - Movement - all the Arts, are unnecessary yet absolutely 

essential. They make possible the impossible and reconcile the irreconcilable'. 

1 

Quaker Faith and Practice, 2nd ed. 21.36 

In the summer of 2001 during an informal interview with a community arts practitioner based in 

Belfast, I was offered an insight into the depth of division between the Catholic and Protestant 

communities in Northern Ireland, through the following story: 

This is a totally true story about how the church has tried to keep us apart even beyond 

death. In the city cemetery, which runs parallel with the White Rock Road on the Falls 

Road, it's on a very steep hill. The top part is where the Catholics get buried, and the 

bottom part is where the Protestants get buried . At some point in the early years of the 

last century, I don't know whether it was the Protestant church or the Catholic church, but 

they became concerned that there may be a certain amount of slippage and some 

mingling (of Catholic and Protestant bodies) after they had tried to ensure that there 

wouldn 't be any contact. They took their concerns to the Belfast City Council and Belfast 

City Council readily agreed with them that this was an important matter, and they paid to 

have an underground wall built to stop the slippage. 1 

In brief, since the outbreak of violence in 1968 the thirty year period, known as the Troubles, 

has seen the loss of approximately 3600 lives, and double that number injured. The sustained 

violence has deepened each community's suspicion of the 'other', and created a profound 

sense of grief and victim hood. 

Over this period there has been a significant amount of community based reconciliation work 

carried out in Northern Ireland. However little has been documented about the role community 

arts has played. What has been written on community arts has largely been from a regeneration 

perspective, in terms of developing urban and social regeneration policies through the arts. The 

main literature has been the publication of two reports conducted by COMEDIA, a research 

agency based in England that develops work related to urban policy and culture.2 In 1995 they 
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published Within Reach: A strategy for community-based arts activity in Belfast', which 

assessed the role of community arts activities in Belfast in order to plan future investment.3 

COMEDIA then conducted a follow up report in 1998 called 'Vital Signs: Mapping community 

arts in Belfast'. 4 

What follows in this thesis is an examination of the question, What role, if any, has community 

arts played in reconciling the two main communities in Northern Ireland?' The overall aim is to 

widen the discourse within the field of peace studies by understanding the arts capacity to 

promote peace, and within this identify a place for community arts. 

The following assumptions were made about reconciliation and community arts: i) reconciliation, 

the restoration of relationships, can be facilitated through the creation of a safe environment 

wherein people can express their stories of living through a period of violent conflict, to and with 

one another, in a non-threatening space; ii) community arts can assist in the creation of these 

safe spaces by producing opportunities for people to create and express their stories in different 

and less threatening ways. 

This introductory chapter aims to provide the reader with a background and a framework to the 

study. The chapter begins by bringing the reader up to date on the current situation in Northern 

Ireland in order to set the scene. A detailed mapping of the Northern Ireland conflict is 

presented in chapter two, which offers a deeper analysis. The chapter then introduces 

reconciliation as an area of academic study, highlighting the core features recognised by 

academics and practitioners as being fundamental to a process of reconciliation . Identified 

within this are a number of key institutions based in Northern Ireland developing work in this 

field. Focus is then drawn towards examining the role that the arts play in reconciliation 

processes. I then address the research process itself, identifying why the research was viewed 

as being important, what the research involved, how I went about doing it, and the terms and 

terminology used throughout. 
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1. Present day Northern Ireland 

This study was based on research carried out over a series of four visits to Northern Ireland 

between March 2001 and August 2002, four years after the Good Friday Agreement was signed 

outside the Stormont building in 1998. As such, the research was undertaken when Northern 

Ireland had a devolved government, and the peace process was intact. However, at the time of 

writing (summer 2003) the Stormont Assembly has been suspended for a third time, the Ulster 

Unionist party is slowly imploding, key politicians have resigned, been reinstated, held crisis 

meetings, and have used the media to protest about spying and favouritism. 

For the communities some of the arrangements within the Good Friday Agreement have been 

difficult to face. Two of the most contentious issues have been the decommissioning of 

paramilitary weapons, and the release of political prisoners. Extensive commentary has been 

made elsewhere on the issue of decommissioning; suffice to say that it has 'become a symbol 

for the limits of surrender on both sides'.5 Similarly the release of over 400 politically motivated 

prisoners was particularly painful. 6 This was confirmed during an interview with the project co

ordinator of an arts based project called An Crann/The Tree in Derry Londonderry, who 

commented: 

There are released prisoners out there and the victims say 'Look at me there is no 

second chance for victim's partners. In one shot it destroyed my life. You have that 

chance - we didn't'. Therefore victims have a very bitter pill to swallow for the price of 

peace, and that needs to be recognised. When the prisoners were released, the victims 

were not consulted at all. (There were) real insensitivities ... there was little or no 

controversy over prisoner release. It is absolutely crazy. The parties agreed to it so 

quickly and our prisons are empty now. They did not think about things like restorative 

justice. You can imagine how this feels to people who have lost loved ones at the hands 

of these people.7 

The issue of victims and victimhood has become increasingly important in Northern Ireland 

since the release of political prisoners. The release of these prisoners forced the government to 

acknowledge that thirty years of violent conflict had a significant impact on the people of 
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Northern Ireland. One example has been the effect on health. In the same interview the remark 

was made: 

I was amazed, when I worked down in the Garvaghy Road, the number of women who 

had their gall bladders removed. Now to me there has to be a link between that and 

stress. In one community we have a number of women who all suffer gall bladder 

problems, so we do need to look at that. We need more research into health issues, 

sickness issues. In these communities you do find a much higher level of illness than in 

others.8 

Violence is still a reality in Northern Ireland, and throughout the peace process there has been a 

significant increase in intra-community tension. To illustrate this, the community arts 

development officer in the Shankill area of North Belfast remarked in an interview: 

Then you have the Shankill, (where we have had ) more than a year of intra-community 

strife, ending up in different camps - paramilitary camps. People at the top end of the 

road are perceived to be UVF, people at the bottom of the road perceived to be UDA ... 

in my line of work I daren't do a project at the top of the road unless I do one at the 

bottom, or else I'm seen as a UVF woman or vice-versa. This loyalist feud runs so deep. 

There were women who weren't allowed to do their shopping above a certain street, and 

that's bad. 9 

Likewise community policing (or informal justice) by paramilitaries has continued throughout the 

peace process. Punishment beatings and expulsions have been common practice in curbing 

anti-social behaviour such as drug dealing and joy riding, and the occurrence is illustrated in the 

comments made during an interview with a member of the Bogside Residents Committee in 

Derry Londonderry, who observed: 

The reality is that knee-capping is extremely popular ... what I would say in terms of the 

republican side, first of all knee-capping is genuinely a last resort, but I suppose 

expulsion is a last resort, that it does reflect a failure on the part of policing. If you talk to 

the restorative justice people, they would say this to you, and I would agree with them, 

they would be the first to acknowledge that these kinds of physical punishments are not a 

solution. (But) the reality is that Sinn Fein and the republican movement are under 

enormous pressure to act against crime in the community. I don't think people recognise 

that . .. now this isn't a solution, of course it is not, but it is part of the peace process. 



Part of the peace process is how do we move from a society where there has been a 

tradition of rough justice to one where the tradition becomes a different one. 10 

5 

Resulting from these realities, people in Northern Ireland have developed a mixture of views 

about reconciliation, which is illustrated throughout this study. However to put this study into 

context, what follows here is a review of how reconciliation has been explained in academic 

study. 

2. Reconciliation in Academic Study 

Within the wider field of peace studies, reconciliation is a relatively new area of study and came 

into prominence in the early 1990's with the ending of the Cold War. In general terms the nature 

of violent conflict shifted from inter state (conflicts between states) to intra state (conflicts within 

states), based predominantly on ethnic and religious differences. 11 The violent conflicts in 

Bosnia, Rwanda and Sri-Lanka are examples. Because of this new reality, the work of post

settlement reconciliation became increasingly important. 

At the time of writing one of the most comprehensive recent overviews about reconciliation was 

written by the Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance {IDEA), who published a 173-

page handbook, called 'Reconciliation after Violent Conflict' in March 2003.12 The prominent 

research units in Northern Ireland dealing with the issue of reconciliation were Democratic 

Dialogue based in Belfast, who have recently published a report called 'Future Policies for the 

Past'. 13 Likewise, the Healing Through Remembering Project, based in Belfast, published a 

report in 2002 which responded to the question 'How should we remember the events 

connected with the conflict in and about Northern Ireland so as to individually and collectively 

contribute to the healing of the wounds of our society?' .14 

In sum, when communities are violently torn apart physical structures such as homes and 

official buildings are in need of reconstruction, along with the re-development of a rule of law. 

For this to be completed it takes an injection of external capital and a coalition of internal agents 

to restore structural security. In contrast the human costs of violent conflict and their repair are 
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more complex. The common lived emotions experienced during a period of violent communal 

conflict tend to be that of rage, hatred, enmity, suspicion, distrust and fear. External capital and 

the restoration of law and order can make people feel secure up to a point, but it cannot 

address the wounds inflicted by seeing family and community bonds torn apart and the rage 

that accompanies such deep distress. In essence, the work of reconciliation attempts to address 

these human costs, with the principle aim of restoring relationships. 

What has particularly helped in my thinking about Northern Ireland has been John Paul 

Lederach's identification of three gaps that hinder the development of a deep peace. 15 These 

gaps are the interdependence gap, the justice gap and the process- structure gap. The 

interdependence gap looks at peace building as organic where relationships are built and 

organised offering 'multiple activities, multiple roles and multiple levels'. Fundamental to this is 

the development of both horizontal and vertical relationships between grass roots community 

activists and top-level politicians. The justice gap looks at the importance of addressing not just 

the end of direct violence but at how structural violence can be transformed through 'non violent 

processes of structural change'. Finally the process-structure gap recognises that nothing is 

static. A peace accord is not an 'end game scenario'; it is 'nothing more than opening a door into 

a whole new labyrinth of rooms that invite us to continue in the process of redefining our 

relationships'. Lederach articulates that 'Peace is neither a process or a structure. It is both. 

Peace building requires us to work at constructing an infrastructure to support a process of 

desired change, and change is permanent'.16 

In all, reconciliation is a complex process and one formula of reconciliation cannot be applicable 

to all situations. Quite often reconciliation relies on the ingenuity and imagination of facilitators 

and local people to discern the needs of the community and what procedures will be most 

beneficial to them. Nevertheless, writers on reconciliation have identified common elements or 

dimensions that can facilitate a process of reconciliation, and they include healing, justice, 

storytelling/truth telling and reparation. What follows here is a summary of these main themes. 
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Healing 

Brandon Hamber, writing in the 'Reconciliation after Violent Conflict' handbook, defines healing 

as: 

... any strategy, process or activity that improves the psychological health of individuals 

following extensive violent conflict. Strategies, processes or activities aimed at 

rehabilitating and reconstructing local and national communities more broadly are also 

integrally linked to this process. As such, healing is not only about assisting individuals to 

address their psychological health needs in an isolated way, but is dependent upon and 

integrally linked to repairing and rebuilding communities and the social context. 17 

In sum, healing can be interpreted as an individual process, which can extend to the wider 

community. It is a process which is shaped by the needs of the particular culture in question. 

In the past, two approaches to healing have been used to address the trauma experienced by 

people who have lived through violent conflict, the diagnosis and treatment of Post Traumatic 

Stress Disorder (PTSD) and the holistic community healing approach. The western based 

individualistic diagnosis and treatment of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) offers an 

intensive one-to-one counsellor-client process. According to Bracken and Petty it works from a 

discourse rooted in 'a strongly individualistic approach to human life'. 18 It became recognised 

as a diagnosis in 1980 by the American Psychiatric Association and is comprised of three 

general symptoms: that of intrusion (i.e. recurrence of nightmares etc.), constriction (i.e. 

avoidance or withdrawal) and hyper-arousal (i.e. jumpiness, insomnia and irritability).19 

Alternately there is the process of holistic based community healing, which takes a wider 

approach. The word holistic means 'an approach to medical treatment that considers a person 

as a whole, and takes social and psychological factors into account as well as the physical 

symptoms'.20 How people recover from being traumatised can never fully be understood, this 

approach looks at the causes of trauma and attempts to work with people within a social 

community context, based on the restoration of relationships. 
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Whatever approach is adopted, healing must be acknowledged as a long-term process, working 

at the pace of the individual and communities involved. It must be noted however, that healing 

can be achieved without the pre-condition that reconciliation has to be the outcome. For 

example Tom Winslow observes 'Survivors can work through their past trauma without ever 

having to confront a perpetrator, without ever having to formulate a difficult relationship with 

someone who has inflicted pain and suffering on their lives. Healing is not dependent upon 

reconciliation'.21 Reconciliation, the desired restoration of relationships, however is dependent, 

to a degree, on healing. Notably, Michael Lapsley identifies healing as working to remove the 

poison that is still present from the past, i.e. acknowledging and laying to rest that from the past 

that would destroy you, and in some respects the laying to rest the pains of the past requires 

justice.22 

Justice 

Justice, in relation to violent conflict, is the allocation of blame for the unjust suffering of 

innocent victims. This blame and subsequent punishment of the perpetrator is a signal that the 

victims matter. They are being acknowledged for their pain and shown that the perpetrators are 

paying for their crimes. 

However, Luc Huyse observes that there are many faces to justice, stating 'It can be retributive 

and based on prosecution; It can be restorative and based on mediation; Truth commissions 

produce historical justice; Reparation policies aim for compensatory justice'.23 

In intra state conflicts there is seldom a clear victor after large-scale violence has ended, and 

the distinction between the victim and the perpetrator is often blurred. There are many levels of 

guilt involved, and the allocation of blame is a difficult process. There are the bystanders who 

refuse to acknowledge the violence being conducted, the hate mongers who stir up trouble in 

the communities and in the media, those who perform direct acts of violence, and those who 

support and assist this action.24 As such the retributive approach to justice can often seem 

limited and incomplete in such circumstances. 
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In South Africa, at the time of the Truth and Reconciliation hearings, Desmond Tutu started 

referring to the African term Ubuntu as a philosophy for restorative justice. Ubuntu works on 

restoring perpetrators back into the community, acknowledging that 'an environment of right 

relationships is one in which people are able to recognise that their humanity is inextricably 

bound up in one another's humanity'.25 The Faith and Politics Group based in Northern Ireland 

embraced this philosophy when they wrote 'human beings live in and through networks of 

relationships and in communities. When these networks and communities go awry human 

beings tend to go awry too. Thus, in coming to judgements on individuals, we need to look at 

what happened to the networks and communities of which these individuals are part'. 26 

Ultimately a search for justice has to come from that society, they have to find ways that are 

best for their complete restoration. However it is important to note the cost of putting justice 

before all else. As Andrew Rigby argued in relation to the Israel/Palestine conflict: ' ... there can 

be no peace with justice ... if the dispossessed Palestinians were ever sufficiently determined to 

seek restitution and justice, whatever the price, then it would be at the cost of peace in the 

region and beyond. Therefore, for the sake of peace, the rest of us must hope that the 

Palestinians, and other dispossessed groups around the globe, never do put the thirst for justice 

above all else'. 27 

Nonetheless, in such denial of 'absolute justice', research would indicate that for healing and 

reconciliation to take place, then acknowledgement of suffering (and culpability) is necessary. 

This can take place through storytelling/truth telling, and reparation. 

StorytellingfTruth telling 

The term storytelling in this context means the ability to articulate a personal account of one's 

own experience whilst being listened to and acknowledged. John Paul Lederach highlights its 

role when he comments: 

People need opportunity and space to express to and with one another the trauma of loss 

and their grief at that loss, and the anger that accompanies the pain and the memory of 

injustices experienced. Acknowledgement is decisive in the reconciliation dynamic. It is 
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