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Since its foundation in 1998, SEFF has provided support to innocent victims and survivors of the Northern Ireland Troubles. Our ethos and practice are fundamentally about reconciliation in Northern Ireland and for others impacted by violence linked to the constitutional position of this place. We believe that reconciliation is not about white-washing the violence of the past, nor is it about foisting innocent victims to accept the language and self-exculpations of terrorists. Reconciliation must proceed from the acknowledgement that there ‘was no justification for terrorism and/or other criminal violence irrespective of who carried it out’.

We are an organisation which supports the full community and that eschews single-identity advocacy; we have consistently argued that neither the glorification of violence nor the assertion of an equivalence between innocent victims (and the vast majority of the people throughout the United Kingdom and Ireland who rejected terrorism) and proscribed terrorist organisations is morally and historically wrong. Although statements of acknowledgement by the British and Irish governments may encourage victims and survivors that they have not been forgotten, the politics of relativism will only work to foreclose reconciliation. Based on that history and experience we encourage the NIAC to consider the importance of victim-led reconciliation. This means looking squarely at the fact that Northern Ireland is a comparative exception where almost 60 years after the Troubles began and over a quarter-century after the Belfast Agreement, dealing with the past is about privileging lawyers and requiring victims to accept juridical closure. 

That process has been costly and divisive. It hasn’t worked. SEFF emblematizes a different course of policy direction that the NIAC could consider as reflective of reconciliation: One based on listening to victims and survivors in the first instance, rather than solicitors and barristers; one based on the shared values of repudiation of terror that allows our members affected by both republican and loyalist (and, where it occurred, state) violence to build authentic and lasting friendships; and one based on the importance of the types of accountability investigations of the Independent Commission for Reconciliation and Information Recovery (ICRIR).
Acknowledgment as Gaslighting
Reconciliation’s definition is fluid and context dependent: It can be either a transitive verb or a noun.
 In some ways, the two different types of meaning are mutually exclusive - they literally cannot be reconciled. As a noun, reconciliation is an agreement or an outcome that is achieved at the end of a series of steps. This can allow for victims’ input but will ultimately aim towards some form of prearranged terminus. As a verb reconciliation is something open-ended, it is an ongoing relationship. The Belfast Agreement (BA) is based on this latter understanding as it links reconciliation directly to rapprochement - a coming together of Northern Ireland’s different political traditions and cultural strands. The Declaration of Support is clear on this, pledging to ‘acknowledge the substantial differences between our continuing, and equally legitimate, political aspirations. However, we will endeavour to strive in every practical way towards reconciliation and rapprochement within the framework of democratic and agreed arrangements.’

As a previous SEFF submission to the NIAC have pointed out, reconciliation is perhaps the wrong word to use for the vast majority of people, including victims, who eschewed violence and who have no interest in hearing from perpetrators who glorify violence or who try to explain away sectarian murder as some form of communal self-defense.
 SEFF’s focus on relationships that are based on the repudiation of terrorism is unique in the victims’ sector and that ethos is the same as the BA.

Although there was a clear preference in the BA for a relational understanding, the idea that there can be a stepwise approach to reconciliation was promoted by various NGOs in the language of acknowledgement. Healing Through Remembering (HTR), for example defined acknowledgement as an act of taking responsibility, which ‘does not necessarily imply culpability but does imply recognition of the consequences … that flow from judgements and decisions consciously made’.

The Consultative Group on the Past advocated a minimalist and sensible approach, based, again, on the importance of respecting the integrity of relationships: ‘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’.
 This thinking was jettisoned by the Haass/O’Sullivan paper, which adopted a relativistic approach to reconciliation, akin to that outlined by HTR: ‘disagreements about the meanings of past events should not stand in the way of individuals and groups acknowledging those events, their role in them, and the fact that they had a profound impact on society’.

To paraphrase one of our members, this type of thinking is only an invitation to ‘play the victim’.
 The tendency of terrorists to explain away their crimes is tantamount to gaslighting – it exonerates bombers and assassins as it suggests they were passive actors in some kind of three-decade long Greek tragedy. This type of historical revisionism is located in the glorification of terrorists on murals and statues across Northern Ireland; it is also found in the idea that ‘war came’ to the terrorists who were only reacting as anyone would. As Rogelio Alonso has pointed out, it is all very well to apologize for suffering or acknowledge past hurts but that is meaningless if terrorists can’t admit that they ‘should not have done what they did’.

Reconciliation in Northern Ireland
The Secretary of State has implicitly recognized the limitations with the step-wise approach, stating that 
reconciliation cannot be legislated for: it ‘has to come from within’, he has told the NIAC. ‘It cannot come because somebody passed a law. The aim is to get more answers for more families—that is the whole purpose’.
 However, there seems to be an expectation within the Bill that some form of resolution for victims will result from the processes. There is some merit in this argument, but it should not be extrapolated towards either closure or reconciliation. 
The word reconciliation appears nine times in the 116-page Bill, but only once does it not refer to the original (2023) legislation’s title and that is when it states that the Legacy Commission should promote ‘the principle’ of reconciliation. The entire legislative process (going back to its introduction just before lockdown in March 2020) has been, arguably, misnamed. As Claire Hanna, the leader of the Social Democratic and Labour Party, recently told the Commons – reconciliation was not defined in the 2023 iteration, which, she argued, actively undermined peace building: ‘The [2023 Act] was about closing down truth and ensuring that republican and loyalist terrroists would again have their crimes retrospectively legalised’.

This sentiment is shared in SEFF. As we have pointed out in previous submissions to the NIAC, any form of acknowledgement or putative apology that leads to amnesty or amnesia rather than truth and accountability would not be endorsed by our members.

Self-exculpation and historical revisionism are long established tactics by terrorists and their apologists. SEFF suggests that HMG ought to continue to resist the moral relativism that has been indulged by commentators, despite the best of intentions – if only because of the cumulative effect of the equivocation of terrorists within innocent victims. HMG has been wishing to make a statement of acknowledgement since (at least) the Stormont House Agreement. That acknowledgement ought to differentiate in unequivocal terms the distinction between the two states, innocent victims and the mass of ordinary people who resisted terror, on the one hand, and, on the other, the campaigns of terrorism.
Reconciliation and SEFF
SEFF emblematizes reconciliation as ongoing relationships. This is consistent with the understanding of the BA and has a philosophical foundation in Hannah Arendt’s work on civility. As a German Jew who fled the Nazi’s, Arendt was intimately familiar with political violence and terror. She deployed the metaphor of a table to try to capture how reconciliation and progress can come out of trauma and how people can live together socially: 
To live together in the world means essentially that a world of things is between those who have it in common, as a table is located between those who sit at it; the world, like every in-between, relates and separates men at the same time.

People can sit as individuals and groups around the common ground of the table that both separates and unites. SEFF’s everyday operations reflect this reality: Some of the most visible aspects of our work relate to the bringing together (rapprochement) of victims’ memories and stories – these can be reflected in a series of memorial quilts that our members have created and which have been displayed in churches, cathedrals, and various public and community buildings including Parliament. Our educative work includes school outreach in myth-busting workshops and working with young people in discussing the way that trauma affects individuals. 
SEFF has engaged in a significant body of work over a 3-4 year period in which we have had conversations, seminars and other forms of engagement with the faith community exploring issues including; Justice, Truth, Remorse, Repentance, Reconciliation and Forgiveness
 and this work is interconnected with our ongoing relationships with a number of NGO’s and other organisations based in Rwanda, Africa. 12a 

This work has also significantly contributed to a range of initiatives brought forward by the denominational Churches, including Pastoral Care training and advice when working with and supporting victims/survivors to the actual advising of congregants of the various services available across the victim/survivor sector.
In recent months SEFF’s partnership with The Resilience in Unity Organisation is another development which will see personnel across both organisations entering 25 GB-based Universities to share a common message of prevention of new people being radicalised by extremist ideologies and also to shine a light upon the actual implications of glorification of extremist ideologies which often goes unchecked and unaccounted for.
Our innovative Community Allotments Project has also enabled us to get to the very crux of the problem; land and territory. This project reflects upon the history of land ownership and control and challenges we who are the custodians of that land today to examine their approach - ‘The Learning from the Ground that Divides Us’ study provided us with the means to discuss these issues within the natural framework of working together to ensure a current Allotments site is successful, that the land therein is shared and also benefited from by all.
Perhaps least visible, but vitally important, is our work with individuals in resilience programmes, befriending activities and various counselling, therapeutic and well-being therapeutic interventions. SEFF shares in this work with other victims and survivors’ groups but engages in a unique way based on its ethos that a common ground is discernible and critical – that of the non-equivalence of victims and terrorists.

That common ground allows our individual members to remain protected and safe, but also respects their differing experiences and viewpoints. We have members who share friendships from Northern Ireland, the Republic of Ireland – and its differing traditions – and Great Britain. The politics of equivalence and relativism is not only an impediment to that type of reconciliation, it works to valorize the self-serving explanations of terrorists to the detriment of the commonly held beliefs in democracy and the rule of law by the vast majority of the population. It demonstrably feeds residual violence and the types of narratives that continue to inspire division and terror in Northern Ireland. Arendt’s ‘table’ provides a structure and a focal point for discussion and sociability. 
SEFF’s emphasis on the common ground shared by the general population as well as the clear distinction between victim and terrorist provide similar points of connection. As Malaika Cunningham has recently pointed out, ‘Arendt argues that this table has been here since before we all arrived and will be here long after we go – others will inherit this table from us however we leave it’.
 Extrapolating this back to reconciliation: Reconciliation is not just past-oriented, it is Janus-faced and looks to the types of values and truths we wish to try to pass on to future generations.
Conclusion
Piece-meal or procedural reconciliation – reconciliation as an end-goal – can be distinguished from substantive reconciliation – or reconciliation as an ongoing, developing relationship. Step-wise or procedural reconciliation can be layered and calibrated, but, as with the pathways of end-of-life care, there is a single terminus. And the very notion of that singularity can be oppressive in unintended ways. As one of our members noted – ideas about reconciliation, forgiveness, and compromise – laudable though they are – can easily become tyrannical and soul-destroying: ‘It’s been a really, really awful life. I pray constantly for forgiveness, that I can forgive the people who have done what they’ve done’.

If reconciliation is to mean something, SEFF suggests that this must be prefaced by a living and breathing expression of humility, a willingness for individuals to self-reflect, to be prepared to challenge the very political ideologies which provided them with identity and a self-justified framework to live.
Within SEFF we hold little store in the actual brand ‘reconciliation’ because the term has been misused for well over a generation, for many it is now a loaded term used in the pursuance of acquiring resources, or to inflict further pressure upon victims/survivors – that they are somehow the impediment to a lasting Peace.

We fundamentally reject this, SEFF has not allow itself to be conditioned by the language and connected thinking of terms such as; ‘cross-community,’ ‘reconciliation,’ ‘ethnic diversity etc.’ Our approach and philosophy is to encourage good neighbourliness because when someone respects and values what their neighbour brings, they will be there to stand with them, to protect them. The sum of our parts is greater than the whole.

SEFF submits that we do not divide PUL (Protestant, Unionist, Loyalist) and CNR (Catholic, Nationalist, Republican) Rather we divide on the basis of our values; those who used, justify, excuse or glamorize violence are them'uns and us'uns are those of us who stand consistently against such activities - this transcends denominational religion and constitutional politics/ethnicity.
Meaningful Societal reconciliation and the creation of a more integrated community will not happen unless and until there is preparedness from people to account for what they did and indeed, what they failed to do.

We reject the narrative that Northern Ireland is at Peace, Northern Ireland is at stand-off, and yes we all value the reduction in the levels of terrorism and violence and the progress that has come to certain communities and geographical sub-Regions of Northern Ireland but we are some distance away from reaching a place where minorities (from whatever background) become valued neighbours, as opposed to being tolerated guests.
The unfinished business of ‘The Past’ (which is still the present for so many victims and survivors) cannot be dodged any longer - the missing chapter of Accountability must be faced, and not begrudgingly but with charity and grace.
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