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Introduction
This article offers a reflection on the potency of combining oral history and agonistic
memory. Via the specific example of a recent collaboration between the author and
National Museums NI (NMNI) on the subject of 1968, it will be argued that the
symbiotic relationship between this methodological approach and theoretical underpinning provides a potentially effective response to the current and urgent challenge
of managing the legacy of the Troubles as part of the Northern Irish peace process.
The success of this approach in the particular and difficult context of Northern
Ireland suggests that there are potential lessons for other post-conflict societies coming
to terms with the challenges of their own difficult pasts. Starting with a brief overview
of the context that has seen Northern Ireland move from conflict to peace, there then
follows an outline of the challenges faced by the peace process in overcoming the
legacy of the past. The potency of oral history as a potential mechanism in post-conflict
contexts is then analysed before a focus on its effectiveness and limitations in the case
of post-Troubles Northern Ireland. As a response to the obstacles faced by current
initiatives on this issue, it will then be argued that underpinning such an approach
with agonistic memory, as exemplified by the recent Voices of 68 project at NMNI,
provides a fruitful response to the specific challenges facing Northern Ireland with
potential opportunities for its application elsewhere.

Northern Ireland: from the ‘Troubles’ to an era of peace
Ireland’s troubled history did not begin in 1968. Indeed, the era now commonly
referred to as the ‘Troubles’ was just the latest and most recent chapter in a long and
fractious relationship with England that stretches as far back as the 17th century
(Foster 1988, Lee 1989). In the thirty years following 1968, Northern Ireland experienced a period of sectarian conflict that resulted in the deaths of over 3600 people and
left its population traumatised for generations to come (Hennessey 1997, McKittrick
& McVea 2001, Patterson 2007). The three decades of violence that, crudely speaking,
pitted the Catholic / Nationalist / Republican (CNR) community against that of the
Protestant / Unionist / Loyalist population (PUL), was eventually brought to a close
with the signing of the Good Friday Agreement (GFA) in 1998.1 In the period since
the onset of peace, the region has made great strides towards a certain degree of
normalcy. There have been many, many positive changes that are welcomed by all
The published version of this landmark peace deal can be read here: https://assets.publishing.service.
gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/136652/agreement.pdf
1
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concerned and ought to be celebrated. In addition to the end of daily deaths and
destruction that punctuated the Troubles era, one can also point to significant
improvements for Northern Irish society that are examples of the rewards that peace
has brought (Bairner 2008, Tonge 2013: 92–3, Byrne 2014). For example, there has
been huge economic development with lots of inward investment that, during the
conflict, was simply not forthcoming. This has led to much improvement in terms of
general infrastructure and improved standards of living. Particularly symbolic in this
respect has been the explosion of the local tourist industry. On the foundations of
peace, and bolstered by local sporting successes and a booming film industry, tourism
has become a totemic example of just what the region is capable of in this context of
peace (Boyd 2019). One could also point to the strengthening of devolved political
institutions that has witnessed former enemies share power and lay the political
foundations of a brighter future.
However, it would be wholly incorrect to suggest that Northern Ireland can be
considered as having overcome the consequences of the Troubles (Armstrong et al.
2019). It almost goes without saying that a thirty-year conflict of the nature of the
Troubles would leave deep and difficult wounds that could not simply be overcome by
economic progress and sporting successes. Indeed, in the period since 1998, the peace
process has charted a path that has been littered with hugely difficult issues that have
required careful management before peace could continue to advance (Power 2011,
Cochrane 2013). Underscoring these difficulties is the fact that, whilst the GFA did
bring violence to an end, it did not necessarily solve the underlying issues that characterised the conflict (Dingley 2005, Cochrane 2013). Divisions remain, as do the
associated tensions and difficulties, which explains why peace is described as a process,
and by no means mission accomplished.
One could point to a whole range of issues that continue to provide significant
obstacles for the advancement and consolidation of peace. In recent years, tensions
have continued to build around issues related to identity that have manifested themselves through the expression of divisions in relation to questions of flag-flying,
marching, culture, languages, and debates on rights (Fenton 2019, Savage 2019,
Walker & Carrol 2019).2 Trying to filter down the accommodating principles of the
GFA across this range of highly sensitive and emotive issues has, and continues to be,
hugely challenging for all parties interested in maintaining peace. The inherent
tensions of the community are translated by stark differences over such issues and in
turn risk perpetuating differences and present significant challenges for the process.
Take, for example, the recent debate around Brexit. The UK’s 2016 decision to leave
The 2012–13 Belfast City Hall flag protests are just one example in recent years of the ongoing tensions
and divisions that are never far from the surface in Northern Irish society (Halliday & Ferguson 2016).
2
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the European Union exposed the underlying issue that has defined tensions in
Northern Ireland since 1921: the border between the north and south of Ireland
(Tonge 2016, Cochrane 2020). In taking this decision, the UK risks undermining one
of the central tenets of the GFA—the careful management of the border. In so doing,
it has brought discussions around the future of the border to the fore and consequently exposed tensions within the Northern Irish community over this crucial issue.
Broadly speaking, the PUL community and their political representatives backed the
Brexit decision and insisted that any future agreement must ensure that Northern
Ireland falls into line with Great Britain with the region maintaining its political
union. The CNR community and its political representatives broadly opposed Brexit,
fearing that it would result in the inevitable imposition of a hard border between
north and south. Such a scenario would, in their eyes, not only jeopardise the fundamentals of the GFA but could also provide major problems for its long-term objective
of a united Ireland. It is no surprise, then, that the question of Northern Ireland has
been amongst the most problematic and potentially dangerous issues in the entire
Brexit debate. The manner with which it has exposed underlying tensions around the
border question—as exemplified in the spate of serious PUL unrest in opposition to
the Northern Ireland protocol in the spring of 2021 (O’Toole 2021)—is but further
evidence that the GFA may have ended violence but the fundamental issues that characterise divisions remain. Another central challenge facing the maintenance of peace
in Northern Ireland, which is arguably just as sensitive as that of the border, relates to
the highly sensitive issue of managing the past.

The peace process and the challenge of the past
As Northern Ireland has emerged from its period of conflict, one issue of particular
importance and sensitivity has been how the past is remembered and passed on to
future generations (Hamber & Kelly 2016, McGrattan & Hopkins 2017). This has
been particularly problematic for many reasons. Fundamentally, the persistence of
division has meant that the antagonistic manner with which the different communities
have constructed their narratives on how the region finds itself where it is today has
not simply disappeared with the advent of peace. During the Troubles, each community sought to make sense of their predicament and justify their particular stance
where stories of the past played a critical role (Lundy & McGovern 2001). This would
lead to the emergence of starkly different memory communities that effectively built
up opposing and contested narratives that only further served to entrench the div
isions that characterised the conflict (Lawther 2014). As attempts are made to try to
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build a new and peaceful future, it is obvious that such contested narratives on the
past cannot be allowed to continue to sow divisions in the same manner and this
explains why so much attention has been paid to this particular issue by all parties
involved in trying to chart a course towards sustainable peace.
In the immediate aftermath of the GFA, and despite some commitments to
addressing this issue, little in the way of concrete measures were put in place to confront the legacy of the past. So hard-won was the cessation of violence, and given the
wide range of other urgent and potentially deal-breaking questions (decommissioning, the status of prisoners, etc.), it is clear now that the peace process needed to
acquire a certain degree of maturity before this highly sensitive issue could be met
head on (Power 2011, Cochrane 2013). So how and why is the past such a difficult
issue? Firstly, the fact that divisions perpetuate means that communities in Northern
Ireland continue to look back on what happened and why through the optic of such
divisions (McDowell & Braniff 2014, Viggiani 2014, Smyth 2017). As a result, parallel
and contested narratives on the past are still very much in place and provide a signifi
cant challenge before, if ever, they can be reconciled, or at the very minimum be
stripped of their potential to undermine the advancement of peace (Brown & Grant
2016, Beiner 2018). Furthermore, the temporal proximity of the conflict means that
many people continue to live with its devastating consequences and, as a result, find
it very difficult to engage with this question in a constructive manner (Bell 2003).
Such sensitivities are not helped by ongoing and deeply difficult questions about the
role of the state and security forces and accusations of collusion, as well as other
hugely questionable acts and tactics deployed by the various protagonists of the conflict (Dawson 2014). The combination of such factors helps explain why the ‘legacy’
debate is integral to securing a peaceful future whilst at the same time it is such a
significant challenge. Legacy issues go well beyond the question of contested
memories and feed into and off sensitivities around identity, culture, and symbols.
Such factors translate into significant and substantial issues (such as the plight of
victims, reparations, compensation, memorialisation, and commemoration, to name
but a few) that remain unresolved and have a tangible and important impact on the
daily lives of much of the Northern Irish population (Pinkerton 2012, Brewer &
Hayes 2015, Dawson 2017). The inherent difficulties in confronting these challenges
provide some explanation as to why, in the early years of the peace process, the issue
of the past was very much kept in the background while the foundations for peace
were laid.
However, in more recent years, as the peace process has bedded in and gained
sufficient maturity, increasingly, the issue of managing the legacy of the past has risen
to prominence as a top priority (Potter, 2016). Indeed, one can point to a range of
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initiatives that have emerged in recent years that have placed the question of the past
as a central priority for governments in Belfast, Dublin, and London.3 The 2014 publication of the Stormont House Agreement (SHA) set out a range of measures that
sought to provide concrete steps towards constructing a strategy for overcoming the
difficulties of the region’s divided past.4 One consequence of the SHA was the creation
of a commission on Flags, Identity, Culture and Tradition (FICT).5 This body was set
up to produce a report with proposals on overcoming the central challenges facing the
future of the peace process, one of which was the issue of the legacy of the conflict.
More recently, the government launched a public consultation entitled ‘Addressing
the Legacy of Northern Ireland’s Past’, the results of which are to be fed into a carefully constructed strategy.6 A striking common denominator across these initiatives
has been the insistence on the deployment of oral history as an important mechanism
in whatever strategy emerges.7 Before discussing why this makes sense within the
particular context of Northern Ireland, let us first briefly turn our attentions to
the general effectiveness of oral history and how it has become an increasingly
prominent feature in the quest to build peace in post-conflict societies around the
world.

Oral history and its effectiveness in post-conflict societies
The debate around the use and effectiveness of oral history is well trodden (Frisch
1990, Portelli 1991, Thompson 1998, Della Porta 2014). General consensus exists on
how its deployment offers a distinctive and useful means to treat the past that brings
a certain number of advantages beyond those resulting from traditional historical
methods. For example, there is broad agreement that the use of oral testimonies allows
for the construction of historical narratives that invert any top-down approach and
provide the grounds for the construction of narratives from below (Lynd 1993).
As such, the result is an inclusive tapestry of perspectives that helps create a more
Such initiatives include the 2014 Stormont House Agreement (NIO 2014), the formation of the Flags,
Identity, Culture and Tradition (FICT) commission in 2016 (https://www.fictcommission.org/en), and
the 2018 Northern Ireland Office public consultation on ‘Addressing the Legacy of Northern Ireland’s
Past’ (NIO 2018).
4
NIO (2014).
5
https://www.fictcommission.org/en
6
NIO (2018).
7
This is by no means the first time that such an approach has been advocated. Indeed, one could view
such initiatives as building on the recommendations of the 2009 Eames and Bradley report (CPG 2009)
as well as the work carried out by bodies such as the influential Healing Through Remembering. For
more information, see https://healingthroughremembering.org.
3

The symbiosis of oral history and agonistic memory

79

representative picture of how the past was experienced and is remembered. This
broader base of perspectives, it is argued, enables the construction of a narrative that
goes beyond the stereotypical gatekeepers by providing space for previously marginalised perspectives. The potential that emerges, it follows, is for a genuine challenge to
dominant, often limited, hegemonic narratives of the past (Bryson 2016: 306–11).
This is not to suggest that oral history provides all the answers when attempting to
overcome the inadequacies of traditional methods. Nor is it true that this particular
methodological approach is without its limitations and critics (Jessee 2011). Indeed,
much caution is required when handling and managing first-hand testimonies. In
particular, careful management and awareness of context are required when assessing
whether such testimonies can be taken at face value (Strangleman 2017). As Maurice
Halbwachs has argued, our recollections of the past are largely determined by the
needs of the present—an awareness of the motivations and contexts that lie behind
individual testimonies is essential in ensuring that such material is handled in an effect
ive and constructive manner (Halbwachs 1925, 1950). Much work has been carried
out to probe the methodological robustness of the process of gathering, analysing,
and disseminating oral histories to help ensure that its effectiveness is not comprom
ised, and the full potential is realised (Thomson 2007, Aras et al. 2012, Ritchie 2014).
It is perhaps the increased sophistication around oral history as a methodological
approach that explains its growing prominence and, in particular, its increasingly
prevalent deployment in post-conflict societies.
One is able to identify a huge number of examples from right across the world
where, in locations emerging from a period of conflict and trying to lay the foundations of a brighter future, oral history forms a central part of peacebuilding strategies
(Humphrey 2002, Schaffer & Smith 2004, Bickford 2007, Hamber 2009). Examples
from Rwanda, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Argentina, Sierra-Leone, and South Africa, to
name but a few, all demonstrate the increasingly prevalent turn towards oral history
as a fruitful mechanism to help chart the very complex post-conflict course in a diverse
range of contexts and circumstances (Field 2011, Bouka 2013, Park 2013, Kaifala
2014, Wali 2018). That oral history has risen to such prominence in such difficult
circumstances is to be understood by the distinctive characteristics it brings to how
the past is handled. As argued above, such an approach breaks out of the limiting,
dominant, official narratives and encourages a much more inclusive gathering of
voices to help make sense of the past. It is, in many respects, recognition that, in order
for post-conflict societies to take positive steps into the future, there is a requirement
to firstly go back and effectively handle the past. Oral history provides the grounds for
such an approach to be bottom-up and one that cultivates a terrain to encourage a
much broader base of the population affected to become involved. By breaking out of
official paradigms and institutions it enables a much more thorough, representative,
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and complete picture of the past to be constructed, one where all sectors of society
feel they have a space to voice their own experiences, understandings, and memories.
Only by broadening the base in this way is it possible to gather as representative
picture of the past as possible and, in so doing, widen the net of perspectives gathered
by demonstrating that everyone’s story must at least be given the opportunity to be
heard. The act of gathering testimonies enables people who have hitherto felt marginalised in how the memory of conflict has been constructed to feel that their voices and
their perspectives are part of the complex picture of making sense of conflict. This
feeling of participation is an essential component in laying the foundations for
peace and is a further explanation why such an approach has become increasingly
prevalent and popular in the difficult and challenging contexts of post-conflict societies.
Having established the credentials of oral history as a widely recognised and
deployed methodological approach in post-conflict societies, it is hardly surprising
that, in the context of Northern Ireland, one is able to highlight many examples of
peacebuilding projects and initiatives that have embedded oral history as a core
element of their methodological approach. This is something that has not gone
unnoticed by state actors as they struggle to find solutions to this most urgent of
challenges facing the peace process.

The deployment of oral history in post-Troubles Northern Ireland:
effectiveness and limitations
A common denominator across the range of initiatives launched in response to the
legacy challenge is the emphasis on the deployment of oral history. For example, in
the 2014 SHA, one of the key recommendations was the creation of an Oral History
Archive that would provide a platform for citizens to recount and deposit their personal experiences of the conflict. This emphasis on oral history has been maintained
as the process has continued to (very slowly) develop and, as evidenced in both the
public consultation on ‘Addressing the Legacy of the Past’ and the summary of its
findings published in 2019, this particular element remains a priority for those trying
to scope out the strategy and is an approach that appears to have the backing of the
general public.8
Such an evident trend is partly explained as a consequence of the wider r ecognition
as to the effectiveness of oral-history-based strategies in post-conflict circumstances.
However, from a more localised perspective, one can also point to a whole range of
very successful and well-developed projects that have placed oral history at their core
8

NIO (2019).
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and have developed during the years since the onset of peace and which are great
examples of what can be achieved by deploying such a strategy (Hamber & Kelly
2016, McEvoy & Bryson 2016: 84–6). For example, Elizabeth Crooke provides an
analysis of a striking case of how and why the oral history approach has proved so
popular and potent in one particular Belfast community that found itself at the heart
of the Troubles (2007: 124–8). In her analysis of the Duchas Sound Archive that has
provided a platform for residents of the Falls Community to offer testimonies of their
experiences of life in the community during the conflict, Crooke demonstrates how
‘the conceptual foundations of oral history are very suited to the objectives of the
[Falls Community] council and reflect its concerns’ (127). It is, she argues, the provision of such a platform that empowers citizens who have felt marginalised that best
explains why this has been such a successful example for the challenge of p
 eacebuilding
in Northern Ireland.9
The combination of increasing general recognition of the effectiveness of oral
history with the concrete examples of its effective and popular application at grassroots level in Northern Ireland goes a long way towards helping us make sense of why
this particular approach has gained such momentum in recent and ongoing work on
the construction of considered strategies as part of the peace process. However, there
are limitations to how such projects have emerged and potential risks in terms of what
they can do in order to overcome the divisions that continue to lie at the core of the
challenge of dealing with the region’s difficult past. Whilst these grass-roots projects
have provided potent platforms for citizens to find a voice in negotiating their post-
conflict trajectories, many are focussed within specific communities. As such, they
foster and develop the construction of communal memories that rarely come into
contact with those beyond their own communities and potentially run the risk of consolidating intercommunal divides.10 It is perhaps this particular challenge that has
prevented any real progress being made by those bodies advocating the creation of an
oral history archive coming up with a clear and structured sense of how it would
work, both in terms of collecting testimonies, and in relation to their dissemination
(Bryson 2016). It is one thing providing a platform for people to deposit their recollections and accounts of the conflict, it is an altogether different challenge to make
sure that this very process does not run the risk of entrenching divides and generating
further tension (McEvoy & McConnachie 2012, Dybris McQuaid 2016: 65–6).
Other examples of such projects include the Corrymeela Community Project (https://www.corrymeela.
org) or the Causeway Coast and Glens Borough Council’s PEACE action plan (https://keep.eu/projects/
20034/Causeway-Coast-and-Glens-Bo-EN/).
10
It should be noted that many cross-community activities and projects are also part of this peacebuilding process. A range of examples can be found via the following: https://www.peaceinsight.org/conflicts/
northern-ireland/
9
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However, this is not to say that an oral history approach is to be avoided: on the
contrary. Indeed, what is proposed here, and exemplified by a pilot project with
NMNI, is the deployment of oral history with the added theoretical underpinning of
agonistic memory. Such an approach, it will be argued, provides the necessary
scaffolding for the full exploitation of the potential unleashed through the deployment of oral history whilst at the same time it negates the risk that a free-for-all
platform provides in creating more problems than it resolves.

The symbiosis of oral history and agonistic memory
In their 2016 article On Agonistic Memory, Anna Cento Bull and Hans Lauge Hansen
added a new memory mode to an ever-growing list (Cento Bull & Hansen 2016).
Drawing on the work of Chantal Mouffe, they proposed a new approach to memory
that encourages the bringing together of contested perspectives on the past as a constructive and potentially fruitful means to overcoming the difficulties inherent in
dominant mnemonic practices. Mouffe has effectively argued that the post-war shift
towards cosmopolitanism was one that, whilst understandable and not without its
benefits, has in recent years reached its limits and has in fact become the source of
much contemporary tension (Mouffe 2000). The drive to frame our politics around
the need for consensus and agreement that so defined the post-1945 era was one that
inevitably led to the marginalisation of certain communities that did not sit within the
dominant model. It is precisely such communities, it is argued, that find themselves on
the margins of society that have risen to prominence and have underpinned the rise of
populist politics that has become such a threat in recent times (Mouffe 2005). Taking
the European Union as an example, Mouffe outlines how this cosmopolitan project
has marginalised large swathes of the European population and it is these very
marginalised people, who feel they have no representation and no voice, who are the
driving forces behind the greatest threats to the European project (Mouffe 2012). In
order to overcome this challenge, Mouffe argues that we need to move to a model
based on agonism, that is, one that is not afraid of different ideas, one that welcomes
the clash of perspectives, and one that reintroduces the notion of conflict to how
democracies can and should function. By providing the space for such divergent perspectives and making this clash part of how our democracy works, we can overcome
the inevitable re-emergence of antagonism that the cosmopolitan approach set out to
eradicate.
Cento-Bull and Hansen mapped such a paradigm onto mnemonic practices and
argued that the way in which dominant memories had been forged in the same era
followed a similar cosmopolitan approach that, through the quest for consensus, may
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well have led to some sort of general agreement, but ultimately marginalised those
perspectives on the past that sit outside the prevailing discourse. The absence of any
space for divergent perspectives has afforded those forces challenging the dominant
model the possibility to instrumentalise tensions around difficult moments in the past
to pose serious problems and generate tensions that have inevitably fed into mounting
political instabilities (Cento Bull & Hansen 2016: 393). They, like Mouffe, argue that
the time has come for an approach to memory based on agonism.
In order to test and refine the theory of agonistic memory, a Horizon2020-funded
project entitled UNREST was undertaken between 2016 and 2019.11 As part of this
extensive project, the team embarked on two case studies: one which examined mass
grave exhumations in Spain, Poland, and Bosnia, whilst the other explored representations and methodological approaches of five European war museums. One of the
findings of these case studies that is of particular pertinence in the present discussion
relates to the use of oral history. The project team concluded that, whilst there were
many examples of the deployment of oral history within the museums in question,
they were ‘used to offer plural narratives in terms of gender, age, and social background within a consensual over-arching perspective’ (Cento Bull & Hansen 2020). It
could be argued, therefore, that a potentially fruitful opportunity is being missed—
even more so when one considers the contention that there exists an inherently
mutually reinforcing relationship between the deployment of oral history and agonistic
memory.
Sidelined voices find themselves marginalised precisely because they have not been
able to find a place in, or have been ostracised from, the drive to formulate a consensus
on the past. Therefore, by deploying an agonistic approach to the past, the quest for
consensus is removed and those people who felt that their voice previously had no
place are made to feel as though they do belong, even if their particular perspective is
not in keeping with the traditionally dominant narrative. The convergence of the
broader-based methodological approach of oral history and the theoretical under
pinning of agonism works to maximise the potential of each individual element,
rendering them perfect partners in the quest for a much more constructive approach
to the past. It is precisely this combination that lies at the heart of the effectiveness
and success of the NMNI project entitled Voices of 68.

11

http://www.unrest.eu
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Voices of 68
Between October 1968 and February 1969, Northern Ireland experienced a period of
upheaval with the emergence of a movement that sought to challenge the state in relation to issues around the question of civil rights (Purdie 1990, Prince 2007, Reynolds
2015). This relatively brief moment would mark a significant turning point in the
recent history of the region and witnessed a sequence of events that saw the movement swell, forcing the government to offer concessions, before eventually awakening
sectarian tensions that preceded the onset of the conflict that would become known
as the Troubles. The descent into violence in the aftermath of this moment characterised
the manner in which this period would be remembered. Memories of this era would,
like everything else, be divided across communal lines, with two broad interpretations
taking hold (Farrel 1988, Kingsley 1989). For the CNR community, 1968 represented
an attempt to find a peaceful resolution that was met with violence and therefore
resulted in the emergence of violent, armed conflict. The PUL community, on the
other hand, constructed a narrative that posited the events of this time as none other
than the latest attempt by Republicans to challenge the constitutional status of
Northern Ireland with the civil rights movement as none other than a front for the
IRA (Reynolds & Parr 2020). Such contested perspectives were only consolidated and
deepened as a result of the thirty-year conflict of the Troubles and only with the onset
of peace in 1998 has it been possible to attempt any sort of recalibration of the
memory of Northern Ireland’s 1968 (Reynolds 2017, Campbell 2018).
Indeed, in the years following the GFA, and given the change of context that this
represented, new possibilities were opened to reconsider pivotal moments of the past.
In the case of 1968 specifically, two interrelated developments emerged. The new context of peace facilitated a fresh take where the place of the Northern Irish experience
could be located within the increasingly prominent transnational paradigm that had
become a staple of 1968 studies (Reynolds 2015). Alongside and connected to this
fresh perspective, it also became possible to problematise the dominant, limited, and
contested narratives of this period from within. Such opportunities were developed in
the 2015 study Sous les pavés … The Troubles that in turn was used as the under
pinning study for a collaboration with NMNI on its representation of this vital period.
Starting with a minor intervention in the permanent galleries of the Ulster
Museum in Belfast, this collaboration sought to incorporate the findings of Sous les
pavés … The Troubles via a greater emphasis on the international context of the period
(2015). This opened up and facilitated further expansions of the project that would
lead to a complete overhaul of the permanent gallery and the development of an educational programme (Reynolds & Blair 2018). Building on the success thus far, an
expanded temporary exhibition entitled Voices of 68 was curated and displayed to
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coincide with fiftieth anniversary of 1968 in 2018. A touring version was also created
that travelled to thirty-five destinations across the UK, Ireland, Europe, and the US.
Education activities were at the heart of a range of public-facing events and a digital
version complemented the physical iterations of the project (Black & Reynolds 2020).
The final stage of this fruitful collaboration saw an adapted version of Voices of 68
installed in the permanent gallery of the Ulster Museum in August 2019. This
exhibition, in its various iterations, tells the story of Northern Ireland’s 1968 via the
juxtaposition of contested narratives on the various stages of the tumultuous weeks
and months between October 1968 and January 1969. Combining videoed testimonies
with images and documentary footage from the time, it presents a wide range of perspectives from former activists, participants, bystanders, interested observers, and
others well placed to comment. Far from favouring a single narrative through an
authoritative voice, the exhibition invites visitors to draw their own conclusions on
how this crucial period should be remembered and encourages recognition of the
complexities of memory in a divided society.
The success and expansion of this collaboration can be attributed to this innovative
combination of the methodological approach of oral history and theoretical underpinning of agonism. From the outset, throughout its development, and across the
multilayered tapestry of outputs, these two elements were important watchwords
(Reynolds & Parr 2020). The project centred on and showcased oral testimonies that
sought to stretch above and beyond the traditional gatekeepers in how this period is
remembered. Instead, there was a strong focus on radical multiperspectivity by ensuring that, in addition to the usual suspects, a space was provided for a broad range of
views that included those that have hitherto been marginalised in how this story is
told.12 It was the symbiosis of oral history and agonism that arguably made it possible
to reach out to and secure the engagement of thirty participants across a quite diverse
spectrum of viewpoints. The oral history approach provided its usual platform for
hitherto marginalised voices. Its capacity to do so was enhanced via the deployment
of agonism that explicitly welcomed and indeed encouraged perspectives that went
beyond the typically dominant narrative. Explaining and being wholly transparent
about this innovative approach was an essential factor in ensuring such widespread
participation and positive engagement from the interviewees. In addition, by recalibrating the overall perspective on Northern Ireland’s 1968 via the international
The following people were interviewed as part of the project: Paul Arthur, Paul Bew, Gregory Campbell,
Ivan Cooper, Anthony Coughlan, Austin Currie, Anne Devlin, Michael Farrell, Mervyn Gibson, Denis
Haughey, Erskine Holmes, Anne Hope, Judith Jennings, Bernadette McAliskey, Nelson McCausland,
Eddie McCamley, Eamonn McCann, Chris McGimpsey, Dympna McGlade, Aidan McKinney, Maurice
Mills, Geordie Morrow, Mike Nesbitt, Hubert Nichol, Henry Patterson, Brid Rodgers, Bríd Ruddy,
Carol Tweedale, Eileen Weir, and Fergus Woods.
12
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c ontext as a starting point, and as a result of the trust invested in NMNI, it was
possible to create a sense of ‘narrative hospitality’ (Ricoeur 1995: 5) that ensured the
garnering of a wide range of views that reflected the intercommunal and intracommunal diversity of experiences and memories. The resulting range of outputs and
activities enabled the presentation of contested narratives on the past where this
agonistic clash of voices was able to provide an innovative and potentially fruitful
alternative strategy in the ongoing challenge of dealing with the legacy of the past in
Northern Ireland. The fact that the project was able to expand and develop as it did is
in itself evidence of the effectiveness of this approach. However, it is when one
examines the general reception, examples of feedback, and the tangible impact that its
true potential becomes evident.

A blueprint for managing the past in Northern Ireland?
A vital element of the project’s iterative development was a focussed emphasis on
garnering feedback from across all those involved and key end-users. Reflections from
the general public, project participants, schoolteachers and their pupils, NMNI, and
key players in policy development were not only useful in helping ensure the effective
development of the various stages of the project, they also provide an insight into the
success of the approach and a recognition of its effectiveness. The explicit insistence
on multiperspectivity that brought some unexpected voices into the debate on this
period was unquestionably uncomfortable for some. Doubts were indeed expressed as
to the inclusion of certain viewpoints and, as is evidenced in the feedback examples
below, not all those who engaged with the project and its range of outputs were
entirely comfortable with the challenge that such inclusion represented:
This is also a very difficult and upsetting topic; Honestly, I was deeply disturbed by the
insensitivities of some of the speakers today; I feel that it was very insensitive to include
DUP members criticising the events that history agrees were valid and necessary events;
Too heavy on the extreme Loyalist/Unionist side. Gregory Campbell? Nelson
McCausland??; It may trigger people’s emotions who lived through the Troubles; Gregory
Campbell equating his family being poor with the systematic oppression of Catholics
was particularly offensive.13

However, such criticisms were generally quite rare with, as exemplified by the reflections
of one visitor to the exhibition, an overwhelming acceptance of, and importance
attached to, the need to listen to alternative viewpoints, however difficult:

13

Feedback examples on Voices of 68 exhibition and GCSE study day.
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The exhibition at the Ulster Museum is unsettling—being confronted by some narratives
about ‘68 that you believe are wrong. But that is the point and it is quite discomforting.
[…] One has to be prepared to listen to other viewpoints. I think that the material should
be the start of a critical debate as to what did happen.14

The potency of such a polyvocal approach was singled out as vital by one of the
exhibition hosts:
The project has demonstrated that as a society, we can engage in difficult events that are
within our lived memory. The exhibition was a great tool to do this, mainly because it
contained a range of different viewpoints and perspectives.15

A project interviewee, and iconic 1968 activist, commented thus on the effectiveness
of the approach deployed:
[The] purpose was clearly to approach the past in an innovative manner with the objective
of learning from it so as not to repeat history. We cannot change the past. We cannot
‘move beyond it’—it shapes us and our present. We can however change how it impacts in
the present and shapes the future.16

Such a view was shared by a fellow interviewee from the opposite end of the political
spectrum:
It is therefore very important that opportunities are provided for differing perspectives to
be heard and challenged—the lies that have been created have to be countered where
possible. The fact that such opposing views were brought together is an important aspect
of this project and whilst it was a great challenge for me, I was made to feel very
comfortable in expressing my own views.17

An experienced teacher who participated in the project’s education programme
highlighted the radical impact of this engagement for him:
‘Voices of 68’ has changed my approach to how I teach the events of 1968/1969 in NI.
[…] ‘Voices of 68’ really is essential viewing for all students on NI in the 1960s.18

Such an impact is also discernible amongst the student feedback received, as
exemplified from the following testimony of one such pupil:

Visitor feedback on Voices of 68 exhibition.
David Robinson, Good Relations Officer at Belfast City Council—written testimony following hosting
of exhibition.
16
Bernadette McAliskey, project participant—written testimony.
17
Maurice Mills, project participant—written testimony.
18
Greg Toner, Head of History at Assumption Grammar School, Belfast—written testimony on
participation at GCSE study day.
14
15
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Well, it’s kind of really like a really primary source in a way because they were on it and
it’s like really kind of mind-blowing that they’re still here in a way because it seems so
long away but it really wasn’t and it’s just so shocking how that’s our history and we get
to be a part of that, we get to look back at our history that’s so mind-blowing.19

In addition to this positive feedback, it is possible to identify and highlight
examples of the tangible impact of the project and its approach in terms of the broader
question of dealing with the legacy of the past in Northern Ireland. The examples
below demonstrate how this has included direct influence amongst important actors
and bodies involved in informing and shaping state-led strategies on this most urgent
of challenges for the peace process. For example, the following testimony excerpt
underscores the potency of the project in helping define NMNI’s approach to the
past:
From an institutional perspective, this has been a hugely valuable project for NMNI. Its
various strands have provided a range of lessons that we can apply to our more general
approach to dealing with the challenge of the past in Northern Ireland. The 1968 collaboration in many respects has become a model we can now apply to how we treat other
such topics.20

The influence of this project on NMNI is equally identifiable when we consider this
institution’s response to the 2019 public consultation on ‘Addressing the Legacy of the
past’. Drawing on the example of Voices of 68, it argues:
that a more discerning and critical approach is included in structuring the Oral History
Archive, that rather than acting only as a repository, people could record their experiences in a more meaningful way and invest in something that has wider application. This
would present much greater opportunities for effective dialogue.21

Returning to the education sector, another teacher/participant in the study-day
programme set out his perspective on how the project connects to the broader

challenges faced:
Projects such as this underscore just how important it is for our young people to make
sense of our past and understand how it is that we find ourselves in our current predicament.
The 1968 project goes a long way towards helping enhance the level of understanding of
what was such pivotally important moment.22

Student feedback on GCSE study day.
Karen Logan, Senior Curator of History, NMNI—written testimony.
21
NMNI (2019), ‘Addressing the Legacy of Northern Ireland’s Past: A Response from National
Museums NI’ (unpublished document).
22
Declan White, Head of History at Edmund Rice College, Glengormley, Northern Ireland—written
testimony.
19
20
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Such a perspective was shared by a fellow teacher who outlined his belief that:
the project has made it easier for teachers to confront the difficulties of teaching such a
sensitive area of our recent past. […] Given the importance of education to our future
here in Northern Ireland, I believe that this project offers up significant lessons in terms
of the ongoing and very difficult debate around how we deal with the legacy of the past
as part of the peace process.23

The following reflection from a member of the Community Relations Council team
provides an insight to the perceived potential of the project within such an influential
body:
It is an example of what can be achieved with joint societal responses to such challenges;
the presentation of different perspectives through conversations and debates in safe
spaces where the focus is on respect for different opinions but a determination to have
such discussions.24

Finally, consider the following testimony of a FICT commissioner on his direct
experience of the impact of this project and its approach:
As author of the unpublished chapter on Education, in the draft FICT report, I can say
that the project has helped shape my thinking on the chapter’s content. In certain areas
it has influenced my conclusions on how teaching Northern Ireland’s contested history
might be appropriate in a society emerging from conflict.25

Conclusion
There is no suggestion here that the Voices of 68 project is a panacea for the challenge
of dealing with the legacy of the past in Northern Ireland. Indeed, the project did
meet with some criticisms and difficulties across its development and there are important lessons to be taken into any future initiatives that seek to build on the work to
date. Nor is it being suggested that what has been effective in the case of 1968 can be
lifted and simply applied to other contentious moments of the region’s recent past.
The same caution towards any such one-size-fits-all application is an equally important consideration when weighing up the pertinence of such a model in other parts of
the world coming to terms with the past as part of a post-conflict pathway to peace.
Helen Parks, Education Manager for History, Government and Politics at Council for the Curriculum,
Examinations and Assessment (CCEA)—written testimony.
24
Gemma Attwood, Policy Development Officer at Community Relations Council, Northern Ireland—
written testimony.
25
Independent commissioner on the Flags, Identity, Culture and Tradition (FICT) commission—written
testimony.
23
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However, and with these caveats in mind, the successful development and expansion
of the Voices of 68 project, with the symbiotic combination of oral history and
agonistic memory at its core, do merit testing in terms of the broader challenge of
managing the legacy of the conflict as part of the Northern Ireland peace process. If
such an application is able to touch a similar nerve and make further inroads in terms
of influencing and informing emergent strategies to address this most urgent and
sensitive of issues, then its appropriateness beyond the case of this specific region will
certainly be worthy of exploration.
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