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Abstract 

The aim of this thesis is to illustrate how collective memory is the basis of 
ontological security in conflicts and how this hinders reconciliation. The thesis 
argues that the narrative that stems from the actor must be validated by its 
relationships otherwise ontological dissonance occurs. Furthermore, the thesis 
argues that when ontological dissonance occurs the identity does not avoid the 
dissonance. Instead it holds on to what it knows, which is the collective memory.  
The thesis has looked at murals in Northern Ireland and has investigated what 
themes are displayed as chosen glories and chosen traumas. Through this analysis 
the thesis has been able to show that when a narrative is not validated the 
narrative is put in trauma time, which is an outcome of the ontological dissonance 
and also maintains it. When this happens reconciliation cannot take place since 
trauma time forces the community to remain in their antagonistic collective 
memory in order to have an ontological secure world. This can be seen by loyalist 
murals, which are in trauma time. Republicans are not in trauma time since their 
narrative has been validated by their relationships.  
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Security in Past Tense  

1.1 Aim and Purpose 

Everyone who has been in an argument knows that it is hard to reconcile and 
admitting that you are wrong can be harder for some than for others. If it is hard 
for individuals, imagine how hard it is for communities and/or states. 
Reconciliation after a conflict is not just the fact that violence has ceased; the 
communities must also change their identity. The communities must make peace 
with the Other in their mind. This is easier said than done since making peace 
with the Other in your mind requires a reformulation of your identity (Zarakol 
2010, Misztal 2011, Misztal 2010). Northern Ireland can be used as an example; 
there is a peace agreement but no reconciliation process. There are still segregated 
areas and the identities are still sectarian since the identities have not been 
reformulated (Rolston 2006). Sectarianism means hatred, bigotry and believing 
that the Other is evil and subordinate to the own group. Sectarian, or antagonistic, 
identities are created through antagonistic historical narratives. Collective 
identities are created through a collective’s shared view of the past or a historical 
narrative. This identity is transmitted to individuals through cultural practices, 
political symbols, education etc (Billig 1995, Hill & White 2012). It is through the 
historical narrative the present is made sense of and the individual understands 
himself or herself. An antagonistic narrative blames the Other community for 
grievances of the community that is located in the past thus legitimizing the 
conflict (Strömbom 2010, Papadakis 2004, Kinnvall 2006; 2012, Rolston 2003, 
Bell 2009; 2003).  

Amir Lupovici has argued that when a community’s perception of themselves 
as not met by the outside world, what Lupovici calls ontological dissonance, they 
simple avoid it and can maintain their narrative (Lupovici 2012). Lupovici’s 
theoretical point of departure derives from ontological security. Ontological 
security is a when an individual feels that the world is whole, real and alive. It is 
not the security of the body but of the Self, the sense of who one is, which enables 
and motivates action and choice. Essentially it is knowing what one is doing and 
why one is doing it (Zarakol 2010, Giddens 1991, Mitzen 2006, Rumelli 2013). 
However, what is the basis of ontological security? Mitzen argues that ontological 
security is based in relationships with other actors. These relationships reflect how 
the actor perceives itself and are routinized, which means that they are hard to 
change (Mitzen 2006). Steele argues that ontological security stems from the Self 
and ontological security is not created by the outside world’s perception of the 
actor. He does not focus on interactions of the actors, instead of what the actors 
say about themselves (Steele 2005, Zarakol 2010). However, it is in the meeting 
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of the Other we create and Us (Barth 1969). Furthermore, Lupovici’s argument of 
ontological dissonance requires that there must be a narrative stemming from the 
Self yet, relationships that there are relationships responding to the narrative. 
Furthermore, Mitzen argues that the relationships are sustained by the fact that 
ontological security is based in trust. It is what you know and rejecting the basis 
of your ontological security means that you have to reformulate your identity, 
which is ontologically insecure. Ontological security might be able to answer why 
sectarian identities are kept.  

Yet, ontological security does not discuss the enemy of the Past. This thesis 
argues that in conflicts the basis of ontological security is in the historical 
narrative, or the collective memory, of the community. The thesis will use the 
term collective memory since it highlights a transformative view of the past, 
which will be outlined in chapter 2. By arguing that collective memory is the basis 
of the ontological security it could answer why reconciliation is hard. Since the 
antagonistic collective memory is what you know and the other option - a new 
identity - is perceived as insecure. The thesis argues that it is the form of the 
relationship between ontological security and collective memory that hinders 
reconciliation.  

In order to illustrate this argument Northern Ireland has been chosen, thus 
making the study into an illustrative case study. Northern Ireland is a delimited 
case with severe sectarian identities and geography. The material that will be 
investigated is murals. In the working class areas of Belfast and Derry there is a 
tradition of painting murals, which reflect the collective memory of the 
communities in which they reside in (Jarman 2005; 1997, Rolston 2010; 2006, 
Smithey 2011, Mizstal 2011, Switzer & McDowell 2009, Batista 2009). Northern 
Irish murals use a combination of text and images that has a tremendous impact 
on the viewer. Murals are a reflection of the collective memory since the themes 
of the murals reflects the way the community wants to remember itself. In 
addition to this, murals are the creator and maintainer of the sectarian areas in 
Belfast. They are what make an area in which Catholics/Protestants live into a 
Catholic/Protestant area. Sean Kay points out that murals instruct new generations 
of a sectarian identity even if the new generations have not experienced the 
conflict (Feldman 1991, Sonesson 1992, Kay 2012:254). The thesis will use 
murals as its source to investigate how collective memory and ontological security 
hinder reconciliation. It can use murals as its source since murals teach, remind 
and maintain the collective memory for the community. The thesis will discuss 
this further in chapter 2 and 3.  

 

1.1.1 Research questions 

This thesis argues that in intractable conflicts the form of the relationship between 
collective memory and ontological security hinders reconciliation. The 
community needs an historical explanation to understand the present. The 
overarching research questions are therefore: what is it in said relationship that 
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hinders reconciliation? And how can the relationship be transformed to promote 
reconciliation? Since the analysis has a empirical case study a research question 
has been added, which is: how is this reflected in the murals of Northern Ireland?  

In order to answer these questions the thesis will look at murals and 
investigate what kind of message the murals promote to the community in which 
the murals reside in. Northern Ireland has been chosen due to the fact that it is an 
intractable conflict with a peace agreement but no reconciliation process. The 
violence in Northern Ireland has ceased but the identities have not transformed. 
By choosing Northern Ireland the thesis can study why a transformation has not 
occurred. Furthermore, the case has a tradition of painting murals, which is 
unique1 for Northern Ireland and since it is a cultural product collective memory 
can be studied. This study will look at the chosen themes that are used by the two 
communities and investigate what these themes convey to the viewer. The 
methodological framework will be outlined in chapter 3.  

1.2 Outline of the thesis 

Northern Ireland function as an illustration of the theoretical argument of the 
thesis, the thesis is therefore case illustrative. The thesis is outlined to firstly 
introduce murals and their role in Northern Ireland and the research that has been 
previously done on murals in Northern Ireland. In chapter two the theoretical 
framework is presented and the connection between ontological security and 
collective memory will be conceptualized. In order to conduct the analysis the 
thesis will use a compositional methodology but include terms from semiotics in 
order to highlight the cultural interpretations of murals. This will be discussed and 
introduced in chapter 3. The analysis will be done in chapter 4 and a concluding 
discussion of the findings of chapter 4 will be done in chapter 5.  

1.3 Murals 

Traditionally, murals have been perceived within a religious social context, 
whereas in Northern Ireland murals are political paintings found in the urban 
landscape. In Northern Ireland the murals mark a claim in a geographical territory. 
Furthermore, they function as a backdrop to the life in the communities they are 
appear in and subconsciously, inform the community to think in a certain way 
(Smithey 2011, Jarman 1997; 2005, Rolston 2003).  

                                                                                                                                                   
 
1 The tradition is unique to Europe but there is a similar tradition in Latin America.  
2 UDA/UFF are the loyalist paramilitaries/political groups and IRA are the republican paramilitaries/political 
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The groups that paint murals are republicans and loyalists. In Northern Ireland 
there are four stances to how the conflict should be resolved. Nationalists are 
middle-class Catholics who want to be incorporated into Ireland using peaceful 
means. A republican is also a Catholic who wants to be a part of Ireland but will 
not hesitate to use violence. A unionist is a middle-class Protestant that wants to 
remain in the UK through non-violent means whereas a loyalist does not hesitate 
to use violence (Black 1998). Since murals are painted by republicans and 
loyalists murals can be seen as political since they are used to promote their 
messages. The parties present their view of the present and the past through 
murals.  

The painting of a mural is for loyalists an annual event, whereas the 
republicans paint murals through out the year (Santino 2011). This also means 
that republicans change their murals more readily than loyalists, whose murals are 
more frozen and static. The murals made by loyalists must therefore appeal to the 
community across a certain period of time whereas republicans can have a quicker 
form of communication (Rolston 1998).  

 

1.3.1 The Northern Irish conflict and Murals 

The Northern Irish conflict is complex, unresolved and extensive. The thesis 
cannot present a timeline of the conflict that accounts for all aspects of the conflict 
while presenting its full complexity due to the limited scope of the thesis. The 
thesis will therefore present the conflict in relation to murals. The timeline of the 
development of murals is naturally, however, in relation to the development of the 
conflict.  

Unionists started the tradition in the early 20th century, often painting 
historical themes. In the 1970s both republicans and loyalists picked up the 
tradition as a form mass localized communication directed toward their 
supporters. Since the beginning of the conflict the armed groups (UDA/UFF and 
IRA2) have painted murals and the communities have not contested them (Rolston 
2010, Larsson 2013, Abshire & Rolston 2004).  

Republicans started to paint murals at the end of the Hunger strike in 1979. 
The hunger strikers were IRA men who protested against their being treated as 
criminals and not as political prisoners. Some of them died by starvation during 
the protest; their sacrifice led to increased support for the IRA. The republican 
tradition of painting murals began along with their protest and these men are still 
depicted in murals today. The loyalists began communication through murals 
before the republicans and increased their practice of mural painting when 
republicans started (Santino 2001, Goalwin 2013, Lisle 2006).  

                                                                                                                                                   
 
2 UDA/UFF are the loyalist paramilitaries/political groups and IRA are the republican paramilitaries/political 
group.  
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In the 1980s and early 1990s both republicans and loyalists depicted hooded 
masked men in their murals. Themes in murals often correlate with the political 
events of the time period. During these decades the amount of bloodshed as a 
result of the conflict was at its peak. The symbolic performed two functions for 
the community; threatening the viewers from the outside area with faceless 
violence while also protecting the community through the means of this faceless 
violence. This symbol is interpreted as a sectarian symbol due to its threat of 
faceless violence (Feldman 1991, Larsson 2013).  

The first general ceasefire occurred in 1994 and it was following this ceasefire 
that republicans made a conscious decision to remove all hooded men from their 
murals; a decision that helped them to be perceived as legitimate political players. 
Loyalists, however, still depict hooded men in their murals but there has been a 
decline in their use (Smithey 2011). Due to the peace process there has been a 
decline of sectarian symbols since there is less violence in the communities even 
while the hooded men as a symbol is still used. However, the UK and the 
government in Northern Ireland through the Art Council are actively trying to 
change the most offensive murals by repainting them (Goalwin 2013, Rolston 
2010, McCormick & Jarman 2005). The Art Council does this in a dialogue with 
the communities. However, this is not done without controversy. Murals are part 
of the sectarian framework but they are also a part of the history of Northern 
Ireland. The question if they should be altered or maintained remains unresolved.  

 
 

1.4 Prior Research 

 

1.4.1 Murals 

The previous research that has been done on murals in Northern Ireland has not 
has made the murals the focus of the research. They have, mostly been 
investigated in relation to other forms of expressions, such as marching. The 
research on murals is therefore limited. Murals have, however, had an important 
impact on the development of the Northern Irish conflict and have contributed it 
being a deep-seated conflict. Disregarding the role of murals in the conflict, their 
nature has been contested in the literature. Are murals primarily artworks, tools of 
propaganda or expressions of sectarian hatred? Murals are, in fact all of these a 
mural has two functions; to mark a claim to the geographical area and present the 
point of view of the communities in which they are located. Murals are, in some 
sense, a significant prerequisite to all forms of violence since they portray the 
collective memory that legitimizes the conflict (Goalwin 2013, Larsson 2013).  
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Research has reached a consensus regarding the role of murals in the creation 
of sectarian areas (Jarman 2005, Brand 2009, Feldman 1991, Hill & White 2012). 
They create the sectarian area by constantly portraying and reminding the 
community of the antagonistic collective memory (Smithey 2011). However, the 
research disagrees on the point of whether murals are expressions of the 
communities or the expressions of the political groups that produce theme 
(Goalwin 2013, Smithey 2011, Rolston 1998; 2010, Jarman 1997, Shirlow 2006, 
Shirlow & Murthagh 2006). Painting a mural is an active choice and the theme of 
the mural must correspond with the ideas and values of the community. This 
thesis acknowledges that political groups paint murals and they are, therefore, 
imposed on the community. However, there has been little opposition to murals 
since the tradition began. When there has been opposition it has been directed 
towards how the message has been presented, not to the message in itself. 
Furthermore, the murals represent a collective memory that has existed before the 
outbreak of the conflict (Rolston, Hill & White 2012, Ashplan et al 2009:17-17, 
33). However, some argue that the fear of persecution has been stronger than the 
will to change the murals. Nevertheless, today there is still little opposition 
towards the sectarian murals. In the cases where murals with sectarian themes 
have been painted over, the communities have protested against the decision 
(Rolston 2010). This thesis argues that – while murals have been imposed on the 
communities – they function today, as an outlet of expression for the area. When 
the conflict started, the communities needed an explanation and murals offered the 
communities an explanation. Groups that painted murals used the pre-existing 
collective memory to promote their agenda thus increasing their support. 
Consequently, the antagonistic collective memory was cemented. The present and 
the past were thus explained and justified by the murals (Jarman 1997; 2005, 
Pinkerton, Smithey 2011, Dawson 2007). This is the explanation that the 
communities trust, which is an important element in the formation of ontological 
security.  

There is further disagreement in the research over whether murals have a 
primarily internal or external function. Some researchers stress the mobilizing 
factor of murals and therefore argue that the internal message is more important. 
Others argue that the external must be stressed since murals are used to scare the 
enemy (Smithey 2011, Sluka 1996, MCatackney 2011). In a previous thesis the 
author was able to show that the messages are intertwined. The internal message 
explains the present, the past and the future for the community thus mobilizing the 
community. In this internal message there are depictions of the Other as the 
perpetrator of all the group’s misfortunes. In the external message the community 
presents itself as strong and victorious. These messages are intertwined since the 
community’s view of the Other is derived from the internal messages that have 
been portrayed in their murals (Larsson 2013). When viewing a mural of an 
enemy group the external message of the mural reinforces the antagonistic 
relationship: the image of the enemy, which, the viewer recognises as the Other 
from his own collective memory. Murals are therefore a tantalizing combination 
of what has been chosen to be imposed on the communities while also reflecting 
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the communities. What is chosen to be imposed must correlate with the views of 
the community. The mural cannot diverge from traditional themes (Rolston).  

As, previously mentioned, murals are seen as a hindrance to reconciliation and 
there have been attempts to alter the murals in order to promote a non-sectarian 
identitiy. These attempts, however, have been contested and it has been, argued, 
that the alterations are biased (Rolston, Pinkerton). This thesis will show that the 
communities contests the alterations since the murals depict elements of the 
collective memory that the communities know and trust, while the altercations 
present a collective memory that they are unfamiliar with (Olick 2007, Müller 
2002). A critical reader might point of that the murals are imposed on the 
communities and thus, by altering the murals the collective memory can be 
instrumentally changed. However, it is vital to have in mind that this collective 
memory existed before the conflict escalated and the murals have been 
responsible for reinforcing this perspective.  

The role that murals have in the communities has been outlined in the previous 
research. Previous research by the author has showed that cultural violence has a 
tremendous impact of how sectarian identities are created. Yet, the thesis 
overemphasised the power the structure have in identity formation and identity 
maintaining. By introducing ontological security the thesis can explain why these 
identities are kept and by stressing the root of ontological security in the collective 
memory the transformative nature of our identities is stressed.    
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2 Theory 

 
 

2.1 Ontological Security 

2.1.1 What is ontological security? 

In the introduction a brief outline of ontological security was presented. In this section 
the thesis will discuss ontological security further.  
  Ontological security is not security of the body but of the Self. It is the 
security that we anchor our identity in. An ontologically secure person perceives 
the world as whole and non-threatening, whereas for an ontologically insecure 
person, the world is threatening and one does not know how to manoeuvre in the 
world. Ontological security is therefore important for an individual: providing a 
foundation for their actions and self-knowledge. The individual has trust in the 
world, which reduces existential anxiety (Mitzen 2006, Rumelli 2013, Kinnvall 
2006, Giddens 1991).).  

Mitzen argued that state identity is derived from social relationships and the 
identity is constituted by these relationships. The ontological security is therefore 
depended on these relationships since they provide recognition for the identity. 
Steele, on the other hand, argues that the identity of the state is not derived from 
relationships; it is derived from the perception of the Self of the state. Essentially, 
it is the narrative the state uses to describe itself (Mitzen 2006, Steele 2005). 
Kinnvall also sees ontological security as a quest for a stable narrative, however, 
the context – the relationship to the outside world – is vital (Kinnvall 2006, 2012). 
Alyse Zarakol poses an interesting question of whether ontological insecurity 
derives from the relations with the outside world (i.e. the context) or if it is a 
consequence of the state’s own uncertainty of its identity (Zarakol 2010:6). To be 
able to answer this question you need to consider both of these aspects. The 
state’s uncertainty of its Self derives from how the narrative is formed and if and 
how it is challenged by its relationships (Zarakol 2010, Lupovici 2012). 

 

2.1.2 Ontological Security and Conflicts 
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When the Self is challengd by its relationships an ontological dissonance s created 
and the Self’s perception of the world is challenged; the Self’s world is no longer 
whole and the community cannot make sense of it (Lupovici 2012, Mitzen 2006, 
Kinnvall, Giddens 1991).  
 Zarakol, Papadakis and Rumellili have shown that within a framework of 
a conflict, the narrative, which the Self is based on is characterized by framing the 
opponent as the Other, the enemy (Zarakol 2012, Papadakis 2003; 2004, Rumelili 
2013, Ashplant et al 2009:14; 40-44, Switzer & McDowell 2009). What the Other 
is, the community is not (Zarakol 2012, Lupovici 2012). Rumelili uses the 
examples of Cyprus and Bosnia, in which attempts to create a shared identity have 
failed since the new identities have created ontological dissonance, thus 
ontological insecurity. A similar situation exists in Northern Ireland since the 
identities are based in opposition to each other (Rummelli 2013:19, NicCraith 
2002). In the introduction it was stated that when ontological dissonance occurs, 
the participants chose to avoid the dilemma at hand and preferred to maintain their 
identities (Lupovici 2012, Bet – El 2004). This thesis argues that it is not a 
question of avoiding the dilemma it is a question of staying true to what you know 
and what to trust and the new identity is therefore seen as insecure. The 
antagonistic collective memory is what the community trusts and knows and for 
this reason the identities are kept. 
 

2.2 Memories 

2.2.1 What is a memory?  

 
What is the difference between a collective memory and a personal memory? A 
group can not share a single cognitive apparatus like an individual does and may, 
therefore, not have a memory. A personal memory is a cognitive physical process 
in which we remember events and experiences. This thesis does not argue that a 
community remembers in the same cognitive sense that an individual does. A 
collective memory is what shapes our personal memories; it is the form we use to 
make sense of our personal memories. It is through the collective memory that we 
explain our personal memories. Furthermore, by placing our personal experiences 
in a collective framework we also join a collective identity (Miztal 2003:11, 13-14 
16, Olick 2007, Edkins 2003:11). Identity formation will be outlined further 
below. 

However, the including term “memory” in the term, “collective memory”, is 
debated since it implies that communities operate on the same level as individuals. 
Furthermore, the term itself assumes what it is trying to explain and disregards the 
fluid process of memory (Bell 2009). Winter and Sivan argue that the term 
remembrance is a better fit because it emphasises agency (Winter & Sivan). This 
thesis will not use remembrance but collective memory due to several factors. 
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Firstly, the term remembrance does not fully grasp how the collective memory 
affects the community, especially in regards to intractable conflicts (Bet-el 2004, 
Dawson 2007). Secondly, in order for something to be remembered there must be 
a memory, and if this term is used analytically in relation to communities, the 
term suggests that there is a collective memory.  

The collective memory is presented through a historical narrative. It is the 
framework through we thinks of the past and is constructed with a beginning, 
middle and an end. A historical narrative does not contain the “whole truth”, but 
rather, favours certain events and interpretations of these events.  
 

2.2.2 Difference between memory and history 

Collective memory and history are two different analytical concepts. History can 
be seen as the science and information from the events in the past whereas 
collective memory consists of interpretations of past events. History may also be 
perceived as information from the past whereas collective memory is information 
about the past. The thesis does not assume that history has an analytical 
superiority over memory. The interesting feature of collective memory as an 
analytical term is its highlighting the transformative nature of identities and the 
historical narrative we place our identity in. We cannot change the past but we can 
change how we remember the past. It is not what the memory is; it is what it does, 
which this thesis will investigate. A collective memory is the product of conflicts 
contests and power struggles within the society and is, therefore, always fragile 
and provisional. When a collective memory changes, interpretations of the past 
change and a new perspective on what is means to be a particular collective is 
conveyed (Mizstal 2003:105, 120, Ahonen 14, Strömbom 2010, Radstone & 
Hodgkin 2003a:5, Müller 2002:30).  

 

2.3 Ontological Security, Narrative and Memory 

2.3.1 Chosen traumas, chosen glories and trauma time 

 
The thesis has argued previously that ontological security can both be found in the 
relationships a community has with Others as well as the narrative that stems from 
the Self. The Self is mirrored, through relationships and in the circumstance of 
conflicts the relationship is constituted by enemy-images. Ontological dissonance 
occurs when the narrative of the Self is challenged by the relationships it has with 
other communities, including the Other. When the identity is challenged, the 
community stays true to what they know, which is the historical narrative. The 
historical narrative is the materialization of the collective memory, which are 
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interpretations of events in the past. When the narrative is closed there is only one 
interpretation of events in the past and thus only one dimension of the past; 
whereas, if the narrative is open, there are several interpretations. In the 
circumstance of a conflict, the identity’s basis of ontological security is derived 
from having an Other as the perpetrator of all crimes. The narrative is used to 
make sense of the present and in order to make sense of the narrative it must be, 
closed so that only one interpretation where the Other as the antagonist is allowed. 
Through creating boundaries in the past, the Self is protected in the present 
(Papadakis 2003; 2008, Bell 2009, Strömbom 2010, Karlsson 2010, Edkins 2003, 
Fierke 2006, Finlaysson 2006) 
 Yet, how is the collective memory constructed in order to provide security 
and an understanding of the Self for the community? An antagonistic narrative 
contains of two types of events: chosen traumas and chosen glories. A chosen 
trauma is a tragic event that has defined the community; marking them as victims. 
The chosen glory, on the other hand, is also an event that defines the community 
yet while, displaying the community’s glorious past. The chosen glory often 
precedes the chosen trauma and is explained in terms of the Other, which is 
perceived as the destroyer of the chosen glory thus causing the chosen trauma. 
These two events function in relation to one another and the community depends 
on these events to understand themselves. These events are constructed and 
maintained through narratives and these narratives function as contestations of 
power in which other events and/or interpretations are cast aside. The power 
struggles of the present determine what a chosen trauma or glory is (Kinnvall 
2002, 2006, 2012; 273, Volkan 2001, McGregor 2013).  
 Additionally, it is essential to understand that in conflicts the narratives are 
both separate and related. In Northern Ireland the chosen glory of one community 
is the chosen trauma of the other. For example, Catholics perceive that battle of 
the Boyne as a trauma, whereas for loyalists it is a chosen glory (Rolston 2010, 
O’Day  1997, Boyce 1997, Smithey 2011).  
Yet, this does not explain how, collective memory hinders reconciliation. The 
chosen traumas in the collective memory may be activated by the events in the 
present. The conflict in the present must be understood and explained because 
otherwise the individual is ontologically insecure; it cannot make sense of the 
world. A time collapse is when the chosen trauma feels like it happened yesterday 
and has a repetitive nature (Edkins 2003). The time collapse puts the collective 
memory into trauma time, which means that time stagnates: the collective is going 
nowhere and does not have a future.  
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3 Method 

3.1 How is collective memories and ontological 
security studied? 

Ontological security is understood in this thesis as a product of the narrative that 
stems from the Self, while being shaped by the relationship the Self has with other 
communitites. The narrative that stems from the Self is based in the collective 
memory of the community (Steele 2005, Zarakol 2010, Mitzen 2006). As 
collective memory and ontological security are of an essentially abstract 
character, they are difficult to investigate. Furthermore, they are a part of the inner 
life of an individual and therefore a challenge to conceptualize. However, 
collective memories can manifest themselves as cultural products or expressions. 
Cultural products or expressions are forms of physical manifestations, such as art 
or literature through, which the collective memory is represented. In this case 
murals are seen as manifestations of the collective memory. These manifestations 
are a part of a framework that informs the community of what it means to be part 
of the community (Volkan 2001, Lagenbacher 2010:16, Durkehim1994: 11).  
 The transformative nature of collective memory is possible due to the fact 
that collective memory consists of the interpretations of events. It was stated 
previously that collective memories are products of contests and conflicts and the 
nature of the collective memory is fragile. This means that the present influences 
the events and interpretations that the collective memory consists of (Mizstal 
2003, Karlsson 2010). Therefore it is vital to have these questions in mind when 
studying collective memories: Who is remembering? For what purposes are we 
remembering? How are we remembering? What do we want from the past? 
(Ruosso 1994). In this case the communities are remembering through murals and 
the purpose is to understand and make sense of the present through the past. This 
understanding of the present depicted in the murals becomes, what the 
communities trust and know; the murals represent the narrative that stems from 
the Self.  

3.1.1 Researching cultural products 

The previous section discussed how cultural products may be used as sources in 
order to investigate collective memory and ontological security. It did not, 
however, outline how it would be done. The methodological framework of the 
thesis will be presented below.  
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When investigating images that combine text and image it is crucial to investigate, 
what the image portrays, what the text says and the relationship between the text 
and image. The text is understood through the image since it sets the scene for the 
text, yet, the places the viewer “in the right mindset”. In order to define how the 
viewer is put in “the right mindset” by a text and image, the analysis must look for 
aspects of the image that conveys the narrative. Furthermore, the analysis must be 
sensitive to the fact that the images, especially murals, are interpreted differently 
dependent on the perspective of the viewer.  

Gillian Rose has introduced what he calls a compositional methodology 
when investigating visual material. The methodology is sensitive to how the 
image is artistically expressed. It describes how the content of the image, the 
uses of colour and spatial composition impacts the viewer (Rose 2007:33-50). 
However, the method does not take into consideration the production of the 
image and how different audiences interpret the image at hand. In order to 
consider the dimension of disparate interpretations, the thesis will introduce the 
terms signs and framing. A sign is a combination of expression and content. The 
expression is the manifestation of the sign and the content is the information that 
we attribute to the expression. The content – our interpretation of the sign – is 
always culturally dependent. Signs are therefore connotative; they carry several 
meanings within themselves (van Leuween 2005, Sonesson 1992). Framing is 
the relationship of the signs in the overall the image; it is in the framing that the 
narrative is conveyed. A visual content analysis may be used since the analysis 
is based on several different murals representing different themes. However, a 
visual content analysis is based on a fixed regime of variables and does not 
interpret each image (van Lewueen 2005). In using these set regimes, the 
mural’s production and the cultural interpretation of the image would be 
neglected. By combining compositional methodology and the concepts of sign 
and framing the analysis will be able to define how the collective memory is 
presented and how the collective memory interprets. Yet, to be able to 
investigate how a mural is interpreted the analysis must be based on the viewer’s 
perspective since the interpretations of the signs differs from one audience to the 
next (Rose 2007:17, 19-32).  

Since the mural must speak to its community in order to find acceptance a 
discourse analysis could have been chosen for the analysis. However, if a 
discourse analysis had been used the fact that the themes of the murals are 
chosen would have been neglected in the thesis. The conscious element of 
selecting certain themes is fundamental to understanding the power of a mural 
and a discourse analysis would not highlight this.  

 

3.1.2 Research design 

The analysis of the thesis will be conducted by dividing the themes of the murals 
into two different categories; chosen glories and chosen traumas. The themes have 
been divided into these two categories based on previous research, which has 
outlined what these themes mean for the communities. Some themes are uniquely 
associated with particular communities: such as an international theme for the 
republicans and a heraldic theme for loyalists. Both communities have historic 
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themes, while focusing on different events and interpretations of the events 
(Feldman 1991, Rolston 2006, Jarman 2005, Abshire & Rolston 2004, Smithey 
2011). A critical reader might argue that the categorization will be based on prior 
assumptions and, therefore, be unable to provide new information (Goldstone 
1997). The thesis will provide new information since the analysis uses the 
previous research as a stepping stone to highlight the importance of collective 
memory as a source of ontological (in)security in conflicts.  
 Each theme is accompanied by at least one mural, which will be analysed 
from the methodological framework that has been previously outlined. The mural 
will function as an example of how the particular theme is viewed and why the 
particular theme belongs to a particular category. The murals can be found in the 
analysis. In an effort to avoid selection bias, selections are based on the 
availability of several murals with the same outline and where murals within a 
theme carry a similar message. Since a collective memory is used to make sense 
of the present it has also been vital to determine when a particular theme has been 
prominent. In the analysis the emergence of certain themes and the development 
of themes will be outlined and a discussion will be conducted on what the 
transformation reflects. Other selection criteria derive from prior research, which 
has claimed that certain themes have been prominent and their relation to political 
events that occurred during this particular time period. This has led to 
reconsiderations of the link between the idea and the evidence (Ragin 2000). The 
selected murals have been chosen from a catalogue made by Rolston, who made 
an extensive catalogue of murals from 1979 until early 2000. In order to find more 
recent murals the thesis uses the website “extramural activity”, which photographs 
murals throughout Belfast. This website also provides with date and location of 
the mural. 
 Compositional methodology will consider the use of colours in the mural, 
spatial organisation and whether there is an accompanying text and what it says in 
order to outline the visual impact of the mural (Rose 2007).  The compositional 
method is able to categorize the theme as either chosen trauma or glory since the 
method is sensitive to the visual outline of the mural and can convey the essence 
of the narrative (Rolston 2004, Rose 2007, van Leuween 2005, Goalwin 2013). 
However, to be able to highlight the cultural dimensions of the mural, the analysis 
will look at what kind of signs appear in the mural and the impact of the framing 
on the mural’s message (Sonesson 1992). The thesis must look at the dominant 
sign of the mural and how the other signs conform to the dominant signs. In some 
instances the dominant sign is the framing of the mural.  

Since the republican and loyalist identities are created in opposition to 
another it is vital to recognize whether the antagonist is present in the theme and 
how the antagonist is depicted in the mural. This is a particular important element 
of the chosen traumas since it is what the antagonist is blamed for. In the chosen 
traumas the community presents a perspective of the community in which the 
antagonist is shown as the perpetrator of the chosen traumas.  

In chapter 5 a concluding discussion will be presented that reflects on the 
findings of the analysis and a comparison of the two communities will be 
discussed. The comparison will be done deductively since a comparative 
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framework with a set regime would not let the research present similarities and 
differences in a free manner (Lange 2012). 
  

3.2  Cases 

3.2.1 Case illustrative 

It was stated in the introduction and in chapter 2 that the thesis argues that the 
choice to avoid the ontological dissonance is related to the fact that the 
community relies on what they trust. In conflicts the collective memory that 
justifies and makes sense of the present is what the community knows.  Since the 
collective identity – and thus the collective memory – is antagonistic, the 
communities reject reconciliation because the other option carries with it 
ontological insecurity. It is not, therefore, a question of avoiding the issue at hand, 
it is a question of staying true according to what you know.  

To illustrate this the example Northern Ireland has been chosen, thus 
making the analysis into an illustrative case study. By focusing on a single case 
the analysis also becomes a critical case study since the analysis is sensitive to the 
contextual complexity of the case in question. The thesis does not assume that this 
case can be severed from its political and historical milieu (Yin 2005, Alexander 
& Bennet 2005). Northern Ireland was chosen due to several factors, it is a 
delimited case with little interference from other states, is an unresolved conflict 
with existing hostilities. Due to the tradition of murals the case could be argued to 
be biased; the case has been deliberately chosen to reject or verify a theory 
(George & Bennet 2005:23). In order to avoid the dilemma it is vital to discuss 
what the case is a case of; if the case will be likely or least likely share the 
outcome of the theory (Ibid.). Since the analysis is a critical case study it could be 
argued that the findings of the case are not generalizable due to the context of the 
case. However, a critical case study can present findings that can provide insight, 
or a starting point for new investigations (Berg 2007:295). The aim of this thesis 
is to provide a starting point for new investigations. The tradition of painting 
murals makes Northern Ireland into a distinct case but the findings of this analysis 
does not rule out that it does not exist other cases with similar traditions that affect 
the population in the country.  
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4 Analysis 

In this part of the thesis the themes, subsequently, the murals be analysed.  

4.1 Republican 

4.1.1 Chosen Glories 

In this section of the thesis the chosen glories in the republican collective memory 
will be discussed and presented.  

It was stated earlier in the thesis that some 
themes have elements of both chosen 
glories/traumas. The international theme that is 
exclusively used by the republican muralists is, 
however, seen as a chosen glory. This theme 
refers to a sort of murals that highlights and 
juxtaposes the republican cause with other 
armed struggles across the world. The republicans view themselves as anti-
imperialists and that they are victims of an imperialist power. The juxtaposition of 
Northern Ireland and other “victims of imperialism” convey to the viewer that the 
republicans, the Catholic community, belongs to a family of victims and their 
antagonist belongs to a family of oppressors (Rolston 2011). This is exampled by 
the mural depicting Che Guevara from 2013 
(http://extramuralactivity.com/2013/10/10/against-established-law/ 140324). The 
dominating signs of this mural are the flags, which represent different conflicts in 
the world, and Che Guevara. The use of Che Guevara is 
in my opinion directed to the external viewer since Che 
Guevara is an international icon of “freedom fighters”. 
By adding Che Guevara the outside viewer places the 
republicans in the same category as Che Guevara. 
Through this framing the outside viewer places the 
republican struggle within the same international 
family of freedom fighters. They are victims but they 
are victims that fight back (Roltson 2011, Jarman 2005).  

In the mural with Che Guevara there is also the Palestine flag and Palestine is 
a prominent theme within the republican murals. Republicans see themselves as 
kindred spirits of Palestine, Apartheid and the American civil rights-movement. In 
the mural depicting Palestine, it encourages the Palestinian people to fight back 
against their oppressors. Palestine is represented, as a young woman in the mural 



 

 17 

and the oppressor, Israel, is the soldier. Palestine is therefore seen as weak and 
defenceless against their oppressors. Through this view a kinship of the republican 
struggle and other political struggles is stressed. These murals stress the Other as a 
part of an international gang of oppressors that are internationally condemned. 
The republican struggle is therefore not alone but is a part of a family of victims 
and they are helping each other to continue the fight.  

The international theme is a glory since it highlights the republicans as strong 
freedom fighters. The Celtic theme, however, provides the republican struggle 
with another form of glory. The theme stresses the republicans as Celtic. This 
theme is often painted with bright colours, which is in itself a sign of positive 
outlook of life. The Celtic age is seen in these murals as the golden age, the age 
before the British and as the age of victory and heroes. Celtic signs are not 
exclusive to themes that portray a Celtic narrative 
and these Celtic signs can be found in murals that 
have another main theme. By using Celtic signs a 
narrative that starts with the Celtic and end with the 
present is created and an example of this will be 
given on p18 (Feldman 1991,Rolston 2003, 
Goalwin 2013). By using Celtic signs the internal 
and the outside viewer gets the impression that the 
republicans are the descendants of the Celtic and 
can resurrect the Celtic age. The mural on the right 
depicts dead IRA members within a Celtic 
framework and the dominating sign of Culichiannan, which was a mythological 
Celtic hero. The framing of the mural puts the dead republicans into this Celtic 
framework and they are understood as mythological heroes. Culichiannan 
becomes a republican hero and the IRA members are his descendants. 
Furthermore, by using Celtic signs the republicans are stressing that they are 
members of an ancient nation. They were there before the British and the British 
oppress an ancient nation. The Protestants are not explicitly referred to in either 
the international theme or the Celtic theme yet, since Protestants identify 
themselves as British they are a part of the international family of oppressors that 
oppress ancient nations (Santino 2001, Tägil 1984, Müller 2004).  

A theme that used to be a chosen trauma but has been reinterpret as a chosen 
glory is the “hunger strikers”, this theme will be discussed in the upcoming 
section of the analysis.  

4.1.2 Chosen Traumas 

The Celtic age is seen as the golden era in the republican collective memory and it 
is implicitly outlined that the British terminated the Celtic age. The British are the 
perpetrators of the upcoming traumas and since the loyalists are in alliance with 
the British they are also seen as perpetrators. However, there are few “clear” 
chosen traumas that are depicted on murals today, such as the hooded men and the 
hunger strikers. These murals were painted in the 1980s and early 1990s and these 
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dark themes correlated with the events of 
that time period. After 1994 most dark 
murals were repainted and have been 
transformed. In this section a discussion of 
how the chosen traumas were perceived 
and how they have been transformed will 
be presented. Furthermore, a 
contemporary mural will illustrate how the 
republicans view the Other. 

The function of the sign “ the hooded 
men” were to keep the Other out. The sign 
represent faceless violence that will attack 
the Other and will protect the community. The men are faceless since the nature 
of the conflict is that they cannot show their faces due to their own protection. The 
opponent in the narrative is much stronger and the hooded men must fight as 
guerrillas. The darkness as protectors is frightening for the community and to 
explain to the community why the faceless violence is needed these murals often 
have a sign of Ireland. In the mural on the top of the page from 1989 there are 
hooded men in front of the Irish Isle, which is reunited, and the Irish tricolour 
(Rolston 2010:38). The framing of the mural convey to the viewer that through 
the faceless violence Ireland has been united. The faceless violence was therefore 
a necessary evil for the unification of Ireland. By this framing the present was 
explained to the community. This theme was prominent during the 1980s and 
early 1990s and during this timeframe the sectarian violence was at its peak. The 
hooded men filled a purpose of keeping the Other out from the mind of the 
communities (Kay 2012:253).  

After the 1994 cease-fire the republicans made a deliberate choice of 
repainting the hooded men and use different themes such as the Celtic theme 
(Davis 1997). This choice both stemmed from a choice of becoming legitimate 
political actors and a wish from the Northern Irish public to cease the violence. In 
the republican movement the political wing took control over the military wing, 
thus a political end to the conflict became viable. By toning down their military 
outlook Sinn Fein could take part in the peace negotiations even if the IRA 
continued with the armed struggle. 
However, in the new repainted murals 
the Celtic and the international were 
stressed, thus depicting themselves as 
members of an international family of 
oppressed ancient nations. Yet, in these 
murals the IRA members are still 
present. As it has been pointed out 
earlier, the Celtic signs made the IRA 
members into descendants of the Celtic 
heroes. A mural that depicts this 
transformation and also stresses the republican agency in creating peace is in the 
mural to the right. The mural depicts three IRA members that are showing their 



 

 19 

faces, thus showing to the viewer that they can now be open with their allegiance. 
The protectors are no longer faceless. The IRA men are giving the cheering crowd 
the Irish tricolour thus giving the viewer the impression that they have united 
Ireland (Davies 2001, Forker & McCormick 2009, Ryan 1997).  

Signs that represent different epochs of Irish history also surround the IRA 
members and these signs convey a narrative that Northern Ireland has reached the 
end of history. These signs are the Celtic knot (the 
ancient), the four shields of Ireland (the early modern) 
and the Irish tricolour (the present). The narrative states 
that the enemy is defeated and the IRA reunited 
Ireland. Furthermore, the mural is a pastiche by the 
painting of Delacroix of the French revolution thus 
emphasising a new world order.  

A similar transformation can be seen in the theme 
depicting the hunger strikers. The murals that depicted 
the hunger strike in its aftermath until the 1990s 
showed the hunger strikers in dark colours that 
emphasised their sacrifice. In the mural on the right from 1981 the hunger strikers 
are painted in a Christian framework of sacrifice such as Christ on the Cross 
(Rolston 2010:25). In a later mural that depicts the hunger 
striker Bobby Sands the Christian framework is intact but 
he is no longer suffering. He is smiling and looks healthy 
and he is painted in bright colours. This shift in how the 
hunger strikers are perceived is related to the changes of 
the conflict. The murals that were painted in aftermath of 
the hunger strike had to make sense of the present and their 
deaths. By painting the hunger strikers within a Christian 
framework their deaths were understood as sacrifices for 
Ireland. The hunger strikers died for the idea of a united Ireland just as Christ died 
for our sins. The murals of today can depict the hunger strikers as smiling and 
healthy since the republicans have won. The hunger strikers can now be 
interpreted as saviours (Dawson 2007, Feldman 1991, Delaney 2001).  

However, the republicans still see themselves as victims of an on-going 
British oppression as is illustrated by a mural 
from 2012. It urges the British state to honour the 
2010 agreement and is stressing that the treatment 
of the prisoners is similar to what happened to the 
hunger strikers. The British, and the loyalists, 
have not changed and they are still the oppressors. 
In contrast to 1981 the republicans feel that their 
narrative is validated and that they have a right to 
fight back. 
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4.2 Loyalist 

4.2.1 Chosen Glories 

 
In this section the chosen glories of the loyalist 
collective memory will be presented. The main 
chosen glory of the loyalist collective memory is 
King Billy and the battle of the Boyne. In the loyalist 
collective memory this was the start of the loyalist golden age since King Billy 
won over the Catholics. This event is still celebrated on the 12th of July. Loyalists 
see themselves as descendants of King Billy and see it as their duty to keep the 
Catholic threat out. The Catholics were the main threat of the newly formed Great 
Britain in the 18th century and loyalists still see Catholics as the main threat. 
Loyalists see themselves as loyal to Britain and that they 
have sacrificed themselves for Britain (Colley 1992, 
Boyce 1997, Kay 2012:251, Rolston 2010:2).  

Murals that depict this event often show King Billy in 
bright colours and the style of the painting reminds the 
viewer of 18th century portraits. King Billy is often 
depicted on a prancing horse, ready to attack and the 
murals often emphasise that he was a king. In the mural 
on the right two soldiers, one 18th century and one of 
today, flank King Billy presenting to the viewer that the 
loyalists are continuing the work of King Billy. Loyalists 
view themselves as the descendants of king Billy and that the history of the 
loyalists starts with the Battle of the Boyne. A series of mural that depicts the 
loyalist collective memory is here to the right 
(http://extramuralactivity.com/category/loyalist/ 20140324).  

The Catholic community sees King Billy as the creator of the 
institutionalization of Catholics as second-class citizens. He is seen as the 
destroyer of the Celtic. This view reflects a relationship between the two 
communities; the glory of one community is the trauma of the other since the two 
identities are created in opposition to each other. Thus making it difficult to create 
a shared view of the past. This means that the 
basis of the ontological security of one 
community is what the other community needs to 
protect itself from. The defining signs of one 
community is therefore seen as sectarian by the 
other community (NicCraith 2002), Taylor 2002.  

The loyalist community sees themselves to be 
in alliance to the British state and to emphasise 
their allegiance they often use heraldic signs as it 
can be seen on the mural to the right from 1994, 
which is a commemorating mural with the red 
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hand of Ulster in the middle (Rolston 1998:13). The 
red hand of Ulster is a sign that represents Ulster 
and is often used in loyalist murals. The style of the 
mural is neo-classic and reminds the viewer of the 
style of official mourning sites. The dead are 
understood in an official framework that is closely 
linked to the state (Müller 2004).  

The loyalist murals often portray WWI since 
the loyalist paramilitaries see themselves as the 
descendants of the Ulster regiment. The murals that 
depict the WWI can either juxtapose dead loyalists with the battle of the Somme 
or just commemorate the battle of the Somme. As it can be seen on the mural to 
the right from 1980s but repainted in 2000, the battle of the Somme is an event 
that must be remembered (Rolston 2010:13). The explanation of why the Somme 
must be remembered is given by the fact that loyalists stress the loyalist sacrifice 
for Britain. This was a chosen glory and a pride but has during the course of the 
conflict and the peace process become a trauma (Rolston 1998).  

 

4.2.2 Chosen Trauma 

The loyalist sacrifice for Britain is the main part of the loyalist collective memory. 
It is presented through themes that depict WWI and heraldic signs. However, the 
main theme that stresses this is the hooded men. 

The British state has rejected the notion that they 
were in alliance with the paramilitaries thus confusing 
the loyalist collective memory. This is shown in 
commemorating murals for dead and imprisoned 
loyalists, these murals often have the accompanying text: 
his only crime was loyalty. The text stresses the loyalist 
sacrifice and the mural on the right from 2000 illustrates 
this (Rolston 2003:39). The heraldic signs in the mural 
stresses the connection between his sacrifice and the British state. WWI is 
referred to in this mural by the poppies thus creating a link 
between the man on the mural and the Ulster regiment, which 
died in the Somme.  

The perceived alliance with the British state took place 
during the 1980s and 1990s and the hooded men that are 
depicted on the murals are the paramilitaries. The theme is not 
as popular as it were in the 1980s/1990s but it is still used 
(Smithey 2011). The theme is still used since it reminds the 
community of a time when the loyalist paramilitaries were 
needed to defend the community. It has been argued that the 
theme has remained due to the fact that the loyalists saw 
themselves in 1994 as victorious (Rolston 1998:49). This can 
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be seen on the mural on the right since the text claim that the loyalists are 
undefeated. However, during the course of the peace process this belief has been 
altered. Today the theme reminds the community that the 
hooded men are still needed since the conflict is not over 
in the eyes of the loyalists (Kay 2012:253).  

The rejection of the loyalist sacrifice has put the 
loyalist community in a sense of trauma time since the 
rejection is still defining the community (Edkins 2003). 
The loyalist community needs to repeat to themselves 
that they were members of the British security forces. 
The mural to the right is a recent mural that shows two 
hooded men that are armed and ready  
(http://extramuralactivity.com/2014/01/17/looking-down-the-barrel-of-a-gun/ 
20140324). The next mural from 2001 also emphasise the readiness of the loyalist 
paramilitaries since it says they are “ready for war” 
(Rolston 2003:40). The mural was painted after the 
implementation of the peace agreement and it displays that 
the republicans cannot be trusted and therefore the loyalists 
are ready for the war to begin again.  

There are other forms of stressing the link between the 
loyalists and their alliance to the British state. The mural 
from 2002 that depicts the heraldic of Northern Ireland can 
be an example of this since it has a text that links loyalists 
forms of expression and what they think of the reactions of 
the outside world. The text says that if they are 
contested they will repeat their message louder; 
their view cannot be altered (Rolston 2003, Kay 
2012, Rolston 2003:38).  

The antagonist in the narrative that is presented 
is the outside world that contests their worldview 
and the republicans who are threatening their 
communities. The British are not seen as the 
antagonist since if they were the antagonists their 
basis of security would be rejected. By continuing 
using the hooded men the loyalists portray to the British, their own community 
and to the outside viewer that they are still needed. The hooded men remind the 
community of a time when they were needed so it could be argued that the hooded 
men are a chosen glory. Yet, the sacrifice has been rejected thus confusing the 
loyalist community. It has therefore become a traumatic glory since it reminds the 
community of their golden days yet the contestation puts the community in a 
sense of trauma time.  
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5 Conclusion 

 
The hypothesis of the thesis was that it was the form of the relationship between 
the collective memory and ontological security that hinders reconciliation. The 
thesis posed three research questions: what is it in said relationship that hinders 
reconciliation? How can the relationship be transformed to promote 
reconciliation? How is this reflected in the murals of Northern Ireland? To be 
able to answer these questions and to illustrate how ontological security is based 
in the collective memory in conflicts the thesis looked at Northern Ireland and its 
tradition of painting murals. The thesis looked at how the murals had transformed 
during the conflict and after the peace agreement, what themes were favoured and 
what function the themes had in relevance to today. By placing the themes into 
either chosen traumas and chosen glories the investigation could highlight how 
the collective memories viewed themselves and each other. In this section of the 
thesis a concluding discussion of the analysis will be conducted.  

The analysis showed that the identities are still in opposition to each other 
consequently; the communities have different views of each other. The republican 
collective memory sees the loyalists as perpetrators of past injustices; however, 
the republicans have a positive outlook on the future and on the past. The British 
and the loyalists are perpetrators of the chosen traumas but the republicans do not 
dwell in the past. The republicans are not in trauma time and they can make sense 
of their world. The narrative of the republican Self is met by their relationships. 
Republicans are ontologically secure.  

The narrative of the loyalist Self, however, is not met by their relationships, 
thus causing ontological insecurity. This thesis has therefore shown that the 
narrative that stems from the Self must be validated by the outside world. 
Lupovici argued that when an identity is in ontological dissonance it avoids the 
dilemma and keeps the identity. This thesis has also been able to show that it is 
not a question of avoidance; it is a question of staying true to what you know. 
Loyalists are staying true to what they know, the loyalist sacrifice, in order to 
keep their ontological security. However, since the narrative is contested by the 
outside world an ontological dissonance is created thus putting the collective in 
trauma time. The chosen glory, the loyalist sacrifice, has become a traumatic 
glory since they still hold on to it in order to make sense of their world. It is not a 
chosen trauma since the loyalists do not perceive themselves to be victims. 
However, a traumatic element has been added on to the glory since it has been 
contested. Furthermore, the use of the hooded men is an inclination that the 
loyalists perceive themselves to be threatened. The hooded men are not only a 
reminder of a time when they were in alliance with the state; they are also there 
for their protection from the republican violence 
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What is it in said relationship that hinders reconciliation and how can it be 
transformed to promote reconciliation? At first glance it is the fact that the two 
collective memories are in contrast to each other that hinders reconciliation. 
However, by looking closer to the basis of the ontological security, i.e. the 
collective memory, of the two communities another dimension is highlighted. It is 
the fact that the narrative of one community is disregarded by the outside world 
thus pushing them into an ontological dissonance that makes them hold on to their 
narrative harder. Trauma time is the outcome of ontological dissonance and the 
maintainer of the ontological dissonance since it reinforces itself.  

 In order to promote reconciliation the ontological dissonance must be ceased. 
If the loyalist narrative would be validated their trauma time might be ceased. The 
conflict was dirty and none of the participants in the conflict can be entirely proud 
of their own behaviour. An investigation of what happened during conflict would 
be of benefit. However, the investigation could bring out questions that none 
wants to answer thus creating more ontological dissonance since the population of 
the British Isles would be forced to revaluate their identities.  

However, the republicans were able to cease their trauma time by actively 
changing their appearance and their narrative was not contested by their 
relationships. The loyalist use of hooded men is declining and this can be seen as 
an attempt to change their collective memory. As it has been shown with the 
republicans, the present effects the past. Nevertheless, the loyalist identity is based 
in an old version of what it is said to be British so the loyalist collective memory 
must be transformed completely. The republicans were not forced to completely 
transform their identity; they changed the form of the narrative but not the essence 
of the identity. Their narrative as victims of historical oppressors has been 
validated. They ceased to be IRA the terrorists and became IRA the Celtic 
freedom fighters.  

A future study could focus on the “traumatic glory” and if there are other 
communities that have this kind of event in their collective memory. If there are, 
do they have a similar impact on the ontological security of the community? 
Furthermore, it would be interesting to investigate which mechanisms maintain 
trauma time. This thesis was able to show that trauma time is a maintaining factor 
in ontological dissonance but not how it maintains. A future research project 
would be able to show how trauma time is maintained.  
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