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PLATFORMS FOR A RESTORATIVE SOCIETY IN NORTHERN IRELAND

Reconciliation has been an important concept in building relationships and structures in Northern Ireland that lessen the harm done to people in the midst of conflict. It is also an important concept in the language of Track One, Two
 and Three conflict transformation strategies.

Central to reconciliation is the promotion of right relationships and the securing of agreements and structural arrangements that build a new acknowledgement and respect between those seen as ‘different others’.
 Such work seeks to right previous imbalances and wrongs. Important elements of that agenda in Northern Ireland include the drive for legal remedies and new laws on equality, good relations, human rights, harassment and hate crime, and the exploration of how the past is acknowledged and how victims are respected and remembered.

As a transcending idea, reconciliation continually challenges current ways of living with different and previously estranged others. However, it is a concept that many men and women have difficulty applying to their own actions.
 There is a tendency to see it as an activity for others in important positions, rather than as something all citizens must contribute to as part of their daily endeavours.

This text argues that promoting restorative practices – through actions that remedy wrongs, actions that bring people who have been estranged into relationships, new ways of working and new structural arrangements – is a practical way of building platforms of reconciliation practice and a restorative culture in daily life in Northern Ireland.
Restorative practice is applicable across the spectrum of voluntary involvements, faith and trade union organisations, political, civic and public life as well as with those working within the legally compliant worlds of the criminal justice system. It has relational, structural, policy and legally driven dimensions; each of which needs to be promoted to ensure this theme becomes a central societal task.

A restorative society could integrate many previously distinct and important activities across ages and sectors. Common cause can be made between actions that enable children and young people to resolve their difficulties and those that see responsible adults promoting and securing cultures that stand against bullying and scapegoating in family and care settings, learning institutions, voluntary organisations and workplaces.

The relevance of existing and developing practice that restores relationships and gives different people their equal and valued place also has importance for public and civic life in Great Britain, the Republic of Ireland and elsewhere.

This text invites people to locate their own practice as one contributory element in a wider landscape of restorative practices, in the hope that a new restorative culture develops to underpin the task of reconciliation. This requires a society that is committed to learning from its long history of enmity and its most recent history of violence to develop better uses for the talents and energies of all its people. 
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1
WHAT IS A RESTORATIVE CULTURE IN SOCIETY?
A restorative culture is promoted when people seek relational, structural and policy methods to put wrongs right between people and groups. Restorative practices build a culture of commitment to resolve matters relationally, drawing on good law as a compliance measure should all else fail.

Restorative practices are promoted when respect is re-established as an anchor within relationships, civic structures, societal policies and daily culture that may have previously been hurtful. Shriver argues that citizens have a civic duty ‘to pay attention to the unjust, yet to acknowledge historical suffering of some of their fellow citizens’.

Respect is experienced by people when they are all treated fairly, they appreciate differences and they wish to live and work interdependently
 for a shared society and a common future.

This section sets out some of the elements – relational, structural, policy and legal – of a restorative culture in post-conflict Northern Ireland.

1.1
Relational Dimension

Relational characteristics include:

· An openness to heal relationships that were fractured in the distant and recent past.

· An openness to meet others who are different and with whom there has been minimal previous open communication.

· Enabling people from a conflicted history to meet in a new manner.

· Adopting new ways to restore our mutual humanity to fuller view.

1.2 Structural Dimension

Structural characteristics include:

· A new freedom to look together at our painful past.

· Repairing injustice relationally and structurally.

· Creating structures where there is more openness to meet ‘different others’. 

· Building evolving and interdependent agreements about securing a shared society.

· Promoting working structures that envision an interdependent society and world.

· Creating relationships between different people that enable all to look forward together.

1.3 Policy Dimension

Policy characteristics include:
· Promoting public and institutional policies that restore seeing different others as equal citizens.

· Securing a public and civic culture that insists that each person is to be valued more fully.

· Promoting policies that underpin human ways of being together.

· Embedding in public policy a civic sense of working for an interdependent society.

· Promoting public and civic awareness of working for a fairer world.
1.4 Legal Dimension

Legal characteristics include:
· Securing good law that establishes base lines of compliance that protect people from hurt and harm.

· Using the platform of good law to build a commitment culture in the wider society above and beyond the minimum standards the law establishes.

· Holding perpetrators of violence accountable.

· Establishing restorative ways of giving victims a voice should they wish to exercise it, and of offering perpetrators an opportunity to make reparation under the supervision of the law.

2
THE NORTHERN IRELAND CONTEXT – WHY A RESTORATIVE FOCUS?
2.1
The Nature of an Ethnic Frontier Society
Wright identified one characteristic of ethnic frontier societies as the presence of a fear–force line within them.
 On either side of this line people remain trapped in old suspicions of the other as a potential enemy out to kill them. Historical memories of harsh and inequitable treatment are passed down and continually re-visited in the present. There is little break or dissolution of these fears, unless people experience something qualitatively different through meeting outside and beyond fear. In such societies truth depends on where you are situated on the fear–force continuum. 
Looking through the lens of citizenship involves seeing one another as equal and different citizens under one agreed legal system. It is hard to do this in an environment that more readily creates partisan lenses, which promote ethnic, religious or political identities as points of primary identity formation. The fear–force continuum can deter people from examining how they might be equal and different citizens in one place.
A common sense of history is difficult to agree on in a divided society. To achieve it, people need to find some way of acknowledging that they will have diverse and competing perspectives on single events and that the worldviews they have are only partial. A first step is to invite people to consider how they, together, might serve a wider ‘common well-being’ agenda.

2.2
The Nature of Separation and Segregation
How people begin life and the manner in which they experience different others in friendships, on the street and in public and civic spaces are all important and often tinted factors within the dynamics of ethnic frontier areas. The informal dynamics of meeting or avoidance of the other, being together or remaining apart, are central to cementing separation or promoting connections across lines of difference in such societies. Risking being with a different other is a fragile movement through which new stories are generated, new understandings are developed and new relationships that generate a new truth about the different other are established. Such meetings can be restorative. 

The institutions that represent and serve public, civic and cultural society have evolved out of struggles for power and cultural expression. These arrangements reflect the quests for equity or self-interest; the balances and accommodations sought for, reached or frustrated in the history of the identity communities. Such structures carry within them an institutional memory or way of doing things that often, in the full beam of the searchlight of fairness, needs to be changed. 

2.3
Promoting a Common Well-Being
The use of terms such as ‘civil conflict’ or ‘civil war’ is influenced by the individual’s political lens. From all perspectives, however, the killing of people, the suffering of their families and the continuing pain of injury as a result of the conflict has overlaid the long history of British–Irish relations with another layer of hurt.

Moving beyond long-established and more recent histories of hurt may well involve finding new ways to look together at the past, which in turn will require new relationships between diverse actors and their families and supporters. For many, the hurt may still be too close, and yet it would appear that unless such hurts are acknowledged and honoured respectfully, such experiences will repeatedly drag people and the traditions they belong to into conflict, anger and depression. As a citizenship-based democracy emerges, past and partisan histories may need explicit acknowledgement by all to all.

Relationally people and identity groups often remain locked into a state of ‘conditional sorry’. Many express a willingness to acknowledge their faults if, and only when, the other says ‘sorry’ first.

Structurally promoting more open and equitable ways of organisational working means that organisations can consider how they mediate meeting together rather than separately, acknowledge diversity rather than exclude different others, and promote a common well-being rather than perpetuate separation. When organisations renew themselves in this manner they reinforce community building and undermine the culture of partisanship.

Policies that are committed to fair and equitable ways of working and delivering public services, establish new ways of working with previously disadvantaged or excluded groups, and promote shared civic and public amenities open to all are signals of a new societal norm. Such a public culture is about sharing and working together rather than separation and avoidance.

Legally, should all else fail, it is important that there are laws that establish new societal norms (such as those requiring the promotion of equality and good relations
 and outlawing hate crime and harassment) and related actions that establish base lines below which citizens in an agreed society cannot fall without being held accountable.

3
THE LEARNING THAT RESTORES – THE LEARNING TO PROMOTE

Education, whether formal or informal, plays a central role in the development of all societies. The link between education, change and development indicates that education has two major tasks: one reproductive and the other reconstructive. Its reproductive function is the preservation and development of cultural forms and the handing on of traditions and values around which there is some common agreement. Its reconstructive function is in supporting economic and social development and change, often in order to allow the society to remain on a par, at least, with rival societies. Connell further defines the function of education as preservation, criticism and reconstruction.
 It is important that people critically reflect on the cultures they are handed down and the cultures they are seeking to construct.
In contested societies, where there are often high levels of loyalty and patriotism, the reproduction of competing identities is usually dominant. There is a tendency for people to be ‘uncritical lovers’ of their traditions rather than ‘critical lovers’.
 Critical lovers are people prepared to hold on to what is good for all within their tradition, and discard what is narrow and excluding of different others.
One task of education is to encourage people to envision a civic and public space in which a reconstructed society can flourish; a reconstructed society with new inclusive norms that are rooted in just relationships between diverse people, fairness and a willingness to promote a shared society.
3.1 
Relationships Matter Personally
Human beings are the product of relationships. From conception, at least, relationships between people are a fundamental building block within our make-up.
 The patterns of all these relationships, and more, make us who we are today. We have had experiences of relationships in which we were:
· Respected and had our place.
· With rivals and had to assert our place.
· Trying to overcome impossible obstacles of perfection or unattainable standards.

· Scapegoated or we scapegoated others.

People need the emancipatory experience of open and trusting relationships that erode and cut fear and anxiety. Otherwise, their experiences of rivalry, hurt, victimisation and scapegoating can leave deep imprints that limit future possibility and human freedom.

The quality of relationships we have enjoyed in life until now influences so many of our possibilities from now on. The need for human spaces and relationships characterised by trust and mutual respect is great because, without them, the old ways of rivalry and victimisation dominate and disable us.

Creating learning spaces in diverse groups and organisations that enable people to be open with different others is a central need if we are to build a restorative society. In such learning spaces the old ‘hidden’ controlling dynamics that disable people are unmasked and understood in the light of more open and trusting relationships. In such spaces the old ways, secured in silence, lose their hold and can be dissolved. Such forms of learning are relational.

Structurally, restorative learning needs to become the norm expected of people in organisations and groups and be underpinned by public and civic policies that promote and reward relationship building across lines of difficulty, rivalry and distrust. The law can promote such relational ways of resolving disputes, where it is feasible, as well as safeguarding those who would be further demeaned if such negative behaviour was not amenable to being halted and apologised for.
3.2 
Relationships Matter Communally and Professionally

Working with people of all ages and from diverse backgrounds and experiences is a worthwhile and important voluntary or paid task. Central to community work is the facilitation of relationships that assist people to become more at ease with different others and that promote events and environments that support robust engagements between people from diverse backgrounds about common concerns. 

The person employed to facilitate organisational development or community change has to be aware of the state of relationships between all participants; the manager of a team or the public servant developing social policies has to be sensitive to the needs and experiences of different people.

When people are committed to creating a shared and better society it is important that they acknowledge the importance of different others as gifts to the whole of society and do not perpetuate notions of the other as a threat or an ‘enemy out to destroy me’, unless they are actually found to be so.

In such times each meeting between different others is potentially restorative in that relationship patterns can be established that acknowledge one another and that nurture greater fairness and equality between people.
3.3
Organisational Policies Can Grow Restorative Cultures
Voluntary, community, cultural, academic or faith groups and institutions continually need to re-examine whether their work contributes to a common and interdependent good, promotes equitable treatment for all and acknowledges and appreciates diversity.

In the modern state many private and community organisations accept public money or are offered tax breaks through charitable status. It follows that the state, in promoting a citizen base of human rights values, can demand that these organisations promote equity of treatment and equality of regard between diverse people. 

In such ways these organisations act restoratively. They signal that new practices are the norm; they make a break with the old ways that reinforced distrust and division and instead promote shared values around equality, dignity, respect, trust, rights and living interdependent lives. 
Often these changes are unheralded. However, sometimes they need to be signalled and harnessed to an explicit and new agenda of moving the society itself forward to have more of a restorative nature characterised by:

· Strengthening a diverse civil society.

· Creating a less fearful environment.

· Promoting social justice and equity of treatment as priorities.

· Equipping people to be at ease with difference.

· Making relationships across lines of difference a civic goal. 

In the process, people who have, often without thinking, benefited from being part of old dominance patterns are made aware that things have changed.
3.4
Law Can Act Restoratively Yet Still Protect
There are restorative elements within the law but they are often viewed as peripheral in a system still dominated by retribution.
 A restorative society would be one characterised by an increasing use of restorative aspects of the law, eventually across all levels of civil and criminal court cases.

If victims are open to such experiences, there may be a space created where the harm that has been done to them may be spoken about and acknowledged in their presence and/or the presence of people close to them. Victims, who often remain isolated as well as violated, have a voice and a place in such a system.
Perpetrators should be able to acknowledge their actions and be rehabilitated. Society needs to be challenged to hold on to the belief that people can change. This has to be a central tenet for all educational and institutional practice and for the criminal justice, probation and prison organisations that develop rehabilitation programmes. Such a belief is a foundation block of all work for the well-being of people.

Perpetrators may experience a qualitative change in the set of expectations around them and people who are significant to them may make new demands and encourage them to make new choices and move away from choosing violence.

In addition to these relational benefits, structurally a responsibility culture is built that holds people accountable and preventative policies promote educational programmes and community provision that tackle cultures that demean people and address poverty and inequality. In times of scarce public monies such policies would be more cost-effective than the failing prison system and its recurring financial demands.

The accumulation of, often unexpected, successful restorative conferences with thousands of young people in places such as New Zealand,
 the USA and Canada,
 work within faith communities
 and work on healing historic memories between displaced or disenfranchised peoples
 is growing a new openness to this approach. The fact that it is advocated by a diverse group of people including victims, members of the judiciary, professors of law, faith leaders, ethnic community members, police officers, family group conference facilitators and established community leaders adds to the gravitas of such a movement. In Northern Ireland the substantial youth conferencing practice that is emerging needs to be explored and understood to see whether this experience can add to the international evidence.
4
HOW MIGHT SUCH A RESTORATIVE SOCIETY BE BUILT?
High levels of ease with different others and low levels of inequality are necessary for a region to be economically strong.
 Restoring ease with difference and promoting low levels of inequality are the relational and structural dimensions of the reconciliation task. They are the process-structures that Lederach identifies in conflict transformation work.
 Such themes are the common well-being agenda that brings new relationships that are restorative for those who have been estranged and new opportunities for those who have been disadvantaged.
As Northern Ireland re-thinks its future in the wake of de-industrialisation and civil conflict, it could draw on the approaches of other ‘learning regions’.
 A learning region builds on a shared vision across all sectors and a belief in the reconstructive function of formal and informal education and learning experiences to promote an enlivened and up-to-date region economically and socially; one where the best abilities of all citizens are being nurtured to learn anew, and where the political, public, civic, economic and educational aspects work collaboratively on the learning region vision.

A restorative learning organisation culture would be an important underpinning for the wider restorative approach. Organisations committed to being learning organisations, working to a learning region vision, can restore broken internal staff relationships and establish new policies, structures and programmes that promote new relationships with communities and people they have not served well in the past. This is restorative work and there are now examples of such learning organisations in Northern Ireland’s private, civic and educational sectors. 
Earlier developmental research evidences the policy and practice traces of such approaches being incorporated into public, voluntary and community organisations. Some elements identified are:

· Equity, diversity and interdependence practice within the public and voluntary sectors since 1999.
 

· The levers of equality and good relations legislation (Northern Ireland Act 1998, Section 75) promoting new ways of working with disadvantaged and excluded groups.

· Public servants being rewarded and promoted where they demonstrate that they and their departments are reflective learners in delivering funded services.

4.1 
What Restorative Learning Can Promote

· Relational Learning

Sharing personal narratives promotes new structures of engagement. Relationships are the restorative trelliswork on which the daily reconciliation between human beings can grow. Hearing others’ experiences, building understanding, developing shared respect and shared values are key elements in a developing chemistry that creates and sustains fair public and civic institutions and open societies, societies in which citizens and groups continually work at reconciling differentials of power, background and inequalities of access and opportunity to work for a vision of the common well-being.

There must be a shift from seeing different others as primarily a threat to seeing them as a gift. An affirmation that relationships matter is needed in ethnic frontier societies, especially as they become more diverse, post conflict, as in Northern Ireland today. Where this is experienced relationally in groups, clubs and sports, music, cultural and artistic organisations people will grow tall and know, in their being, something about the human reality of being valued and the structural supports that give different others dignity and respect.

Community work and education is a values-led practice embracing the belief that relationships really matter. Within such a framework, restorative learning and practice is a vehicle for change, but it will be much more effective if it is incorporated into an institution-wide and a societal approach.

Learning new ways to live together without fear will be a major change for many people; especially those who have experienced hurt themselves or whose family members have been hurt. 

It is also important to learn that individual acts can have communal significance. In such a violent civil contest each individual act by a different other can be readily understood as an action on behalf of all ‘who belong to their side’ over and against all who belong to ‘my tradition’.

Trust can be built through relationships. When people experience their place secured they can imagine themselves being part of a restorative experience of contributing to a culture of ‘making relationships right’. This is a platform for people to see themselves practically contributing to building peace and reconciliation. Being at ease with different others is a human capacity that needs to be learned and developed if we are to create a more diverse society and a more interdependent world. 
To make relationships freely and responsibly, to cross lines of difference with greater ease, to be open to others, regardless of their identity, are gifts that each person needs to develop and deepen in the modern world because the call to ‘stay with your own’ is very alluring and seductive.
· Structural Learning

The killings and injuries in Northern Ireland’s recent past have left legacies of distrust, fear, despair and hopelessness. Wisdom can also emerge from this conflict and institutionally and structurally it is time to pass on the lessons learned. We need to promote a societal culture that is restorative in character, that does not resort to violence and where difficulties, misunderstandings and tensions are worked at as they emerge and before they set hard. 

A central understanding that informs post-conflict restorative learning is that homogeneity can no longer be justified and protected by force or the abuse of different others. In addition, public services have to be delivered impartially at the point of need and the instruments of public policy must secure inclusion and equity. 

There is a need for institutional cultures and programmes to:

· Promote new and inclusive norms.
· Signal that old sectarian, partisan or discriminatory actions no longer have a place.
· See their civic duty as promoting wider race relations, cohesion and a shared society.
A post-conflict understanding, supported by an agreed law and order system and the law on equality and good relations and human rights, gives us new possibilities, but civic courage is required to promote such a culture.

These developmental practices need to be honoured within academic discourse. A restorative culture approach has been promoted through educational programmes and ways of working with children, young people and adults within playgroups, schools, informal community and youth provision, colleges, shop floor/trade union/employer approaches, organisational cultures and community-based institutions.
 The pilot initiatives taken by organisations such as Barnardos (focusing on the whole school approach to enhance the performance of low-achieving children), whole school programmes,
 programmes with children under exclusion orders from mainstream schools, and youth justice and family conferencing services are all important traces of a public policy that could promote a restorative climate.

· Policy Learning
Historically, centre–periphery thinking has bedevilled community relations practice and reconciliation work.
 There has been a trust-building and reconciliation practice since, at least, the early 1960s. Post-1998 a number of institutions embraced this challenge and a number of policies incorporated the importance of fairness, diversity and interdependence.

In restorative practice a periphery model would perpetuate the notion that restorative principles are only associated with problems, illegal acts and those who are peripheral. Within such a view the potential to have restorative principles associated with mainstream activity and daily practice loses out and an interest and commitment to these practices being associated with activities at the periphery – the problem end of the scale – is reinforced. It is vital that restorative practice becomes a societal project rather than a peripheral activity.

· Legal Learning

Strong ‘good relations’ compliance practice lays foundations for a reconciling society because it teaches the skills that are essential to healing and reconciliation. 

Experiencing others is at the very core of the word reconciliation, whose Greek root, allos, means ‘the other’. Reconciliation means to overcome hostile otherness or to balance an account and it is a task that carries with it both relational and structural dimensions.
 Reconciliation requires a commitment to take different others seriously, and accord them respect and dignity. It not only carries within itself hints of improved relationships but also notions of rights and structural and legal safeguards requiring that ‘each other’ has a place.

A post-conflict understanding, supported by the law on equality and good relations and human rights, gives us new possibilities. Some public and civic organisations have been uncomfortable with serving diversity and some criminal justice bodies have not been able to count on the support of people from diverse traditions and backgrounds in making applications and taking up employment. There have been major gains in this area as new patterns of application and appointment to jobs in the criminal justice sector emerge.

The need to promote restorative ways of working within and by agencies tasked with protecting citizens, holding people charged and convicted with law breaking or working with those on the edge of society can be underpinned by the compliance levers of the law.

The equality and good relations legislation places duties on public bodies to promote fair treatment across the nine equality grounds and good relations between people from different religious, political and racial identities. This is restorative work.

The rehabilitation focus placed on the agencies working with young offenders and mature prisoners is a further element of practice that has a restorative dimension, should the agencies and staff choose to see their work through this lens. 
4. 2
What Restorative Learning Can Dissolve

Wright characterised ethnic frontiers as being places of ‘pessimistic common sense’.
 In stating this he highlighted a culture pervading such societies that holds people back from being hopeful. When people do not expect things to change, there is often less momentum in civil society to seek change. 

The preference to be with ‘our own’ works against experiences of change being possible with ‘those different to us’. Fear and violence can drive people to be part of the agreed stories of their tradition or group about the dangerous and different others.
Viewed from the perspective of one opposed group or tradition, a belief grows that all actions by one’s own side are understandably justified yet any actions by the other side are totally unacceptable.

When it comes to actions by one or other side being violent, a deep ambivalence grows. All violent actions by different others are condemned and yet people find many ways to justify any violence done by members of their tradition. The lines about the unacceptable nature of violent actions are diluted and weakened.

The experience of meeting people different to you, perhaps someone associated with a tradition that did you harm, can open up experiences of change being possible with others different to you.

The challenge in Northern Ireland today is to stubbornly, and in a sustained manner, build experiences of relationships, meetings and actions; of structures that carry people meeting across lines of difference; and of policies that gradually promote good relations and diminish distrust and partisanship.

4.3
The Restorative Dimensions of a Learning Society

Restorative practices are about individual empowerment, equity and social change. However, restorative work has often been characterised and trivialised as being at a micro level, private and individual issue-oriented. As a result the full public policy and institutional implications of this work have been diluted or ignored. Practitioners need reflective spaces in which they see these wider tasks as part of their work, and must inform funders that there is a real social change dimension to the work they support.

Within a wider vision of a learning region, the programmes offered within formal places of learning in higher, further, post-primary and primary education would be harnessed to the work of informal learning institutions, residential centres and community activities to work together to realise this vision, comprehensively garnering the creative energies of people and organisations. In this scenario the mobilising moment would be the energy generated when the political parties in power bought into the concept.

A learning region approach, which is supported by all political parties and which mobilises all organisations and institutions to promote excellence, develop ease with difference and open up access and opportunity for those previously excluded by structural and relational inequalities, would be an essential restorative framework within which distinct strategies could be promoted with considerably more impact and political, departmental, civic and public support.

5
THE CONTRIBUTION OF RITUALS

Rituals govern many aspects of daily life and are not just large annual or ceremonial events such as birthdays or weddings. The daily ways in which people greet one another, agree to work together, acknowledge what can be spoken about and what does not belong to certain company are all ritualised behaviours.
5.1 
The Power of Established Rituals
Rituals are embedded in the way groups and organisations organise their affairs, conduct meetings and agree decisions. As group rituals tend to be about reproducing the culture, people need to be self-reflective and critical in order to harness their reconstructive and restorative potential.

People are often unaware of rituals. Rituals that work bind people together, they unite people who have some shared wider purpose or belief for a time. When rituals are applied to traditions, professions or agencies, people can come together and gain some sense of unity and purpose and then be released to get on with their tasks.

Rituals can also have a shadow side of exclusion and sometimes implicit scapegoating that people need to be alert to, especially in contested or ethnic frontier societies. Rituals establish the boundaries of who is in and who is out. The rituals of contested societies tend to exclude or deny different others and serve a partisan purpose.

5.2
The Potential of New Rituals

Education, formal and informal, is heavily ritualised. The class, the group learning format, the teacher, the tutor and the traditions of the learning spaces people come into are potentially full of rich rituals that can enable and ennoble people. A restorative task would be to examine the diverse ritual structures and formats that learning organisations use and the extent to which they open up people to different others and dissolve barriers to participation and greater equality of treatment. Another restorative task would be to determine how central the messages about the importance of relationships are in the processes and learning structures of the organisations and groups.

Some rituals affirm citizenship and it would be useful to examine which organisations and groups are working to a citizenship model rather than a partisan one and the extent to which they are bringing people into a knowledge of how policy and legal levers supportive of equity, difference and promoting a shared society concept are embedded in the day-to-day implicit and explicit messages of the group or institution.

In a stable society rituals of remembrance honour past events and, at the same time, put space and distance between the past and the present. In such ways rituals acknowledge hurt and pain, yet create space in the present to make new choices and directions. In contested societies, however, rituals that commemorate the past always have difficulty in establishing space and distance between the past and the present. Wright argues that the past always has the capacity to invade the present moment and so no space opens up.
 It is difficult for rituals to be restorative in such societies.

The Consultative Group on the Past outlined a five-year programme of work that includes the need to explore localised, institutional and eventually societal rituals whereby people would acknowledge the past, engage with those different to them and, where it is essential, acknowledge their part in past hurt and violence and say ‘sorry’.
 The report argues for the importance of work that needs to be done on acknowledgement and memorial, on making restitution and on developing new ways of being together with different others, perhaps previously estranged others. 

Complementary restorative work needs to be done to explore traditions in communities and cultures that evidence a restorative basis and to examine the rituals around religious, political and cultural ceremonies that acknowledge different others who were formerly ignored or inequitably treated.

Developing political rituals that acknowledge regret and commit to healing and new inclusive forms will be a longer task. It is important for politicians to be part of this restorative agenda and they, like the rest of us, must be nudged towards expressing regret or saying sorry sometime in the future.

6
CONCLUSIONS

Some things cannot be put right. We cannot restore human life that has been lost and we cannot return things to the way they were. A restorative society will be characterised by a number of core elements that limit future hurt and make it possible to move forward, always able to acknowledge the past but not with all actions being anchored to it. In a post-conflict society such as Northern Ireland, where no one side can claim to have won and where all still remain in the one region, the restorative tasks are numerous.

· Relational
Honest, open and painful meetings need to be held if we are to look together at the past with new eyes, so that it can be better understood and never repeated. Strangeness as a gift, not a threat, has to be promoted.

The work to develop more openness and honest critical reflection and disagreement within contesting traditions is another difficult task and that too will be a restorative building block, if secured. Let the words of Alan Paton challenge us when he said, ‘I have one great fear in my heart, that one day when they turn to loving, they will find we are turned to hating’.

The old bitterness associated with sectarianism and ethno-nationalism travel readily across the newer lines of race and diversity in society. It is essential that we acknowledge that they belong to the same family of prejudice and have to be outlawed relationally, institutionally and legally.

Securing innovative ways of being together (such as by encouraging sport exchanges, cross-community visits and the use of music and the arts to embrace this restorative challenge) would also be a further development of the potential of the unexpected reach of the restorative agenda. 

· Structural
Society must acknowledge and honour those who were killed or injured and the restorative task will be to work to ensure that future generations live in a manner marked by a deep wish to protect one another’s right to live, think and work freely as equal citizens.
The collective public apology is a most difficult act after a civil conflict and it is likely that this will be true in Northern Ireland also. A restorative building block would be when the leaders ‘from the many of one side speak an unconditional apology to the many of the other side’.

A central restorative education task is to enable all to learn what we do not know well. We have to learn to be in initially discomforting relationships with people different to us and find ease. 

· Policy

To study one another’s history is to make intercultural and multicultural politics possible. Popular ignorance of the history and story of ‘the other’ will undermine all attempts to build a shared and plural society and so a restorative historical education task will be to make the case for ‘liberty-for-difference and equality-in-civic worth’,
 and the promotion of an interdependent society where there is social cohesion, a shared society and mutual regard.

Mutual educating, mutual regard and mutual hope for civic relations belong to all the institutions of society. The place of civic institutions such as faith centres, trade unions, community organisations and women’s groups in promoting and cultivating new meetings and dialogue across lines of difference will be an important parallel restorative task to that of public policy.
The goal of building a restorative culture would be attained in part if evidence grew about programmes of work with children and young people, trade unions, churches and community organisations; a new culture in the workplace that seeks to settle wrongs before they have to be legally adjudicated; and a ‘shared society goal’ for all political parties.

These actions would be enhanced further through the explicit use of institutional and policy levers that create commitment cultures and public discourse about restoring relationships and building a more interdependent and shared society.

· Legal
Promoting new and more inclusive rituals within renewed institutions, such as the police service, prison service and the courts, are an important element in the legal culture of a new and more shared society.

The restorative challenge in this society is about promoting a ‘making things right culture’ that people look to before situations get too strong or brittle and contested. Such a civic and public culture would be enhanced if the political parties and elites developed a more mature political climate, taking time with those not aligned to them to:

· Listen to the concerns of different others.

· Be vulnerable to empathy.

· Be more patient and tolerant with one another
 and less keen to leap to retaliate or accuse.

In short, a restorative society will be possible when people in political, public and civic life and from diverse traditions, faiths and secular positions have the empathy that says we need to understand one another’s story much more and take the time to do so. 
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