Ed Cairns

Identity, Memories, Trust, Guilt, Forgiveness, Denial, and Victimhood in
the Reconciliation of Intergroup Conflict: Evidence from Northern Ireland

As the conflict in Northern Ireland stutters to end after 30 (or 300) years of
suffering, one thing has become apparent, which may be of help to other
societies facing similar problems. Traditional politics alone can only lead so far
down the road to reconciliation. Politics can deal with the concrete issues involved
in intergroup conflict, in particular issues of power, demography, and economics.

However, beneath the surface of many intergroup conflicts lie many more
symbolic or psychological problems that remain untouched by traditional politics.
Many of these involve issues of identity that in turn are bound up with memories
of the past and lead to a mistrust between the two groups. Further, part of that
mistrust may be because one or both of the groups may invoke denial to protect
their present identity. This in turn raises questions about collective guilt and
indeed about intergroup forgiveness. Fortunately attempts to understand these
phenomena, both individually and in their relationships with each other, are
underway in Northern Ireland, and will be reviewed in this paper.
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