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This is part of a poem by Antjie Krog, a white South African and seems to be relevant to the work that took place.  

Because of you
Because of you

This country no longer lies
Between us but within

It breathes becalmed

After being wounded

In its wondrous throat

In the cradle of my skull

It sings, it ignites

My tongue, my inner ear, the cavity of heart

Shudders towards the outline

New in soft intimate clicks and gutturals

Of my soul the retina learns to expand

Daily because of a thousand stories

I was scorched

A new skin

I am changed for ever
Antjie Krog
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1. Background information
1.1 The Community Arts Forum

The Community Arts Forum (CAF) is the umbrella and networking organisation for community arts in Northern Ireland. Since its establishment in 1993, CAF has been a key advocator for arts in a community context. The mission is:

CAF will be an organisation which builds communities through collective creativity

CAF aims to support the community arts sector through a programme of: 

· Training 

· Seminars

· Conferences

· Research

· Publications

· Information, advice and guidance

· Advocacy and lobbying 

· Networking

CAF delivers a weekly e-bulletin to 1,100 email addresses containing key information about community arts across the region. The web site, which is a first port of call for people seeking information about community arts in the region, receives 2000 hits per day. CAF also carries out research into the impact of community arts.

1.2 About the programme: A Woman’s Part programme

A Woman’s Part was a participant-led experiential creative writing and drama programme delivered on behalf of CAF between February and June 2007 by Ruth Carr (creative writing) and Orla McKeagney (drama).

The programme explored the experiences of women who had been activists
 during the Northern Ireland conflict. Women’s experiences of this period were identified as an area that had not been as widely recorded as their male counterparts. Participants included both those who saw themselves as part of the state and those who fought against the state. 

In addition to this resource, the programme resulted in:
· A project publication featuring participants’ creative writing and drama pieces (A Woman’s Part, 2007)
· Five performances between May 2007 and May 2008
· A learning resource detailing the theory, planning and practice of the project
· A televised discussion exploring participants’ experiences of taking part. 

The publications and televised discussion are available to download/view on the CAF website www.caf.ie. Hard copies of the creative writing publication are also available on request from CAF. 

An independent evaluation of the project by Brid Ruddy is also available to download. 

1.3 About this resource 
This resource is a reflection on learning from an open space workshop which considered A Woman’s Part and was facilitated by Rosie Burrows. It has been created for those working in community arts and other forms of social activism dealing with the transition from violent political conflict.
The open space workshop explored the themes of A Woman’s Part. This resource focuses on the needs and aspirations of women activists from a range of cultural backgrounds in the north of Ireland/Northern Ireland as identified during the session. 
It has been produced for:
· The Community Arts Forum: As a resource to document and share the work of the programme.
· Women activists involved in the Northern Ireland political conflict from both the nationalist-republican and loyalist-unionist communities. 
· Women from other political and cultural backgrounds interested in transitional work.
· The wider field of practice locally and internationally.
1.4 Planning and delivering the open space workshop 

An open call for an independent resource creator was issued in March 2008. Following a recruitment process and a series of meetings between CAF staff and the appointee (Rosie Burrows), it was decided to coordinate an open space workshop to help inform the production of a resource based on the themes of the programme. 
About the group who participated in the workshop
The group was made up of 13 women and one facilitator. It was made up of women who had been involved as participants, the project’s facilitators and coordinators. 

Women who had been involved in A Woman’s Part along with women from other cultural backgrounds who had not been previously involved were invited to a workshop event in May 2008 to:
· Witness and respond to a performance and the experiences of women involved in a Woman’s Part
· Explore and record a range of women’s experiences in the current environment 

The workshop lasted just over half a day and included:

· A reading and drama performance from A Woman’s Part
· A group discussion in response to the performance and reading

· Asking participants to select an object or memory to represent current hopes and/or concerns 
· The option for all participants to produce a piece of writing, a visual image, or any other method of representing their concerns, needs and interests.

Other women were invited to come but were unable to attend. One Argentinean woman who could not attend contributed a poem (see appendix). None of the Protestant/ Unionist/Loyalist women from the original programme attended this session.  

2. Theoretical framework

“There is nothing as practical as a good theory.” (Lewin, 1952)

2.1 Authors and theories used to interpret the programme
The theories that helped the workshop facilitator/resource writer interpret the experiences of the group were:

i. On a political framework for human rights and handling trauma and the role of story in a traumatised environment. Judith Lewis Herman (1992)
Herman provides a widely recognised international human rights framework and three part model for both understanding and supporting people working directly and indirectly with the aftermath of overwhelming/traumatic experiences. These experiences when unresolved result in a restriction of life, disconnection, hyperarousal and may involve self medication.

Herman affirms the importance of the story and supporting people to put together a coherent narrative from experience, as trauma fragments memory, experience and relationships. 
She also states that how people tell their story is very important and that this needs to be done in such a way as to support:

· the need for safety – this includes the physical, emotional, intellectual and spiritual in relation to others

· the need to remember and mourn, as trauma involves loss and to have experiences witnessed without judgement

· the need to reconnect to oneself and others in order to counter isolation, to integrate difficult experiences and to discover a renewed sense of purpose 

She says that the key dilemma for individuals and groups is between the need to speak out about distressing and terrible events and the need to remain silent. 
For example, in this work the need to remain silent appears to have been one of ways most though not all of the Protestant/Unionist/Loyalist (PUL) women disengaged beyond an initial engagement with the work and may indicate a perceived and/or felt lack of safety as well as other concerns which will be addressed later in this resource. 

The Catholic, Nationalist and Republican (CNR) women seemed to be more involved in remembering and mourning, connecting and celebrating rights gained (e.g. the delight in feeling free and safe to express anger at the British Army in a performance). 

At a political level, there are many deep seated and challenging areas of unfinished 
business to be addressed and worked through.
Practitioners need to support people wherever they are at, and clearly from the evidence, the women activists are in general terms in very different places. 

ii. On groups. Seán Gaffney (2008)
One approach to interpret the impact of the absent PUL members of the group (those who opted to leave the programme), is to think of them as having continued to be part of the work of the ‘actual’ group e.g. that they were present in their absence, as a kind of ‘virtual’
 group that was continually referred to. 
“To what extent is being a part of or apart from others a choice, an attribution by others, or even a given?” (Gaffney, 2008). 
As the facilitator gains awareness of the group process, they are able to assess the ways they can help participants to become more conscious of own their needs and decisions. This could include individuals’ choices to be part of or to remove themselves from the group, and what Gaffney calls their ‘social stance’. 
Being or having been a member of any group can exert powerful ‘field’
 influences on individuals and the group as a whole. 
2.2 The role of story: Moving theory into practice
In order to create a safe space for creative expression in a transition period (such as Northern Ireland which cannot realistically be described as ‘post conflict’ but rather as pre-post conflict or transition period), it is important to consider how stories are told, to whom, at what pace and to what end. 
Recounting and exploring experiences of conflict must be done in a sensitive and carefully considered way. Herman (1992) emphasises this and states that care is needed in the handling of actual or potentially traumatic experiences. 

Facilitators must take into consideration the differing needs of participants in the group. Some may not have shared their experiences to anyone beyond close family or friends before, while others will have recounted their experiences many times in community or public settings.  Attention is needed to ensure that everyone has the support they need.  
Facilitators also need to be prepared to help participants deal with feelings of disconnection and shame, or connection and pride when recounting their experiences to the group. Slowing down the experience of sharing a story, with opportunities to process feelings and the physiological/body experience is one way to safely express and explore potentially traumatic experiences for participants. 
3. The workshop and the story of the group

What follows is a description of the group and what happened during the session. 

The workshop included identifying expectations; a performance by women activists; a group discussion of responses to the performance; an exercise during which participants discussed an object that symbolises something important to our lives now (this had been arranged with participants before the session); a creative exercise and the closing of the group.
3.1 Expectations and interests of the group
The group was asked to talk about their expectations of the session. The following are participant quotes: 

· I want meet new friends and people and make links
· I want to learn more about other cultures

· I want to make people understand the experiences of people who have lost someone through conflict and human rights work
· Interest in barriers people from different cultures face
· Interest in relationships between asylum seekers and host communities
· To enjoy others’ stories. To take a pride in our community. We’re survivors!
· To hear the original and new voices

· To talk about my home (western Nepal), which is very different. To sing a song I [participant] wrote about Nepal and Belfast

· I’m here to learn
· I’m dealing with what happened before. I found it very difficult when the protestant women left the project
· It [the A Woman’s Part programme] was an intense, wonderful process - a space is created by the arts. I’m hurt by the disengagement of the protestant women, this made a huge impact. I’m worried we’d get stuck in a rut

· The story is central for well being. You can’t imagine what it is like for someone else unless you hear it. It’s been an evolution - we need more opportunities for this work. We all have difficult stories to tell.

3.2 Grounding activity: 

The facilitator led a grounding activity before the performance and discussion in order to support the group to handle any difficult memories and experiences that might come up. 

The exercise is theoretically informed and based on Somatic experiencing
 and Gestalt
.

Grounding yourself to the present through the senses is important for those who have lived through prolonged traumatic events. It helps them to stay in the present and feel supported when recounting past trauma. 
The exercise focuses on breathing and the capacity to be present and grounded (e.g. feeling feet on the floor, support of and sensory contact with the ground and chair). The exercise is intended to assist participants in becoming aware of how to release the build up of stress and tension patterns. 
3.3 Confidentiality and boundaries

As the work was being made into a learning resource and this was made explicit on all publicity and personal invitations by CAF, it was made clear to the group that key aspects would be written up and included, but wouldn’t be attributed to individuals. 
Participants were told they would then have the chance to read the draft resource and make any changes.

3.4 Performance/readings of extracts from A Woman’s Part publication and group responses
The extracts chosen from the publication included the following:

· I come from  (page 17)
· Ban plastic bullets (page 45)
· Get everybody out! - Bombay street (page 42)
· Invasion (page 33)

To reflect the actual words of the participants, key phrases have been extracted. The section after this will focus on identifying the themes as identified by the facilitator.

“It’s so important to get the stories out. Yet, you could lift the book [A Woman’s Part] and take part of it and use it to manipulate. It’s more complex. You have to take it as a whole.”

“I knew it wasn’t only a story, it was real experience.”

“Spine chilling, shivers down my spine listening.”

“Do you perceive yourself as victims? If you do, then maybe that’s why the protestants find it hard to engage. I’d feel intimidated if I was a protestant. I’d be scared of being seen as the oppressors.”

“We lived in a mixed area. My son wanted to be a catholic not a protestant. All his friends were catholics.”

“A lot of protestants I met said their lives were normal, that they were living in a bubble, that they didn’t think about what was happening.”

“There were neighbours next door to me living in a bubble. It wasn’t only certain people or communities. They went about their lives like nothing was happening around them.”

“As an outsider, new here, I feel there’s so many things not worked out, not said. You can go so far with people and then no more. Especially with the men. They shut down.”

“Protestants weren’t our enemies. The problem is with their leaders. They’re lost. Whereas we’ve always had to do it for ourselves.”

“It’s frustrating the silence; they don’t talk about the war attitude. I lived in a middle class rural area. We were the most heavily militarised area of Europe. We were deeply affected. There’s all the talk of ‘moving on’ – we need to acknowledge the pain, what’s real for people.”

“The media have a lot to answer for – they portrayed us as at each others’ throats. They labelled us in the west as ‘savages’. It was a policy to demonise.”

“The photographic exhibition Out of the Darkness was distressing, lots of memories triggered and how to relate to the stories. Maybe that was traumatic.”

“When is the right time to talk to children? What is the history that our children are going to know?”

“The truth is like a bucket, a leaky bucket and you never get the whole truth.”

“I could hear the Saracens when you were performing that piece. A lot of protestants told me they went through the same experience.”

“Realising how abnormal life was is a shock. It’s important it’s out in the open.”

“The protestant women leaving left more space for the others to explore hurts within our own community. That was a positive thing, less censored this way. They’re not ready yet to open up.”

“I don’t want to feel or be seen as a victim. It’s over and it made me who I am now.”

“Do you think people are rushed into peace and reconciliation?”

“Our childhoods were taken from us and I don’t want my child growing up like that. I don’t talk about history.”
“No, ordinary people are not afraid.”

3.5 The object exercise
The purpose of asking each person to bring an object which symbolised something of importance to current life was to:
· Draw on the creativity and resilience of the new group which included women from other backgrounds.
· Act as a support for focussing on the present and future. 

· Support awareness and the expansion of personal and collective resources
, stressing the importance of working in traumatised environments.
3.6 Contributions from participants
Contributions from participants were excellent and included:

· A Martin Luther King poem, which was then read aloud to the group (see appendix i).

· Essay writing on the life of human rights campaigner Emma Groves who was blinded by a plastic bullet (see appendix ii)
· A Columbia university card. This was a reminder of a life changing experience for one of the women. “Going to USA, and being part of the university when I’d never had the chance to go to university, the amazing diversity which ‘blew my head’.
· Song in Nepalese about Belfast and Nepal.
· The poem Wild Geese.
· A photograph of the daughter and godchild of one of the participants. This was used as a prompt to discuss the desire to make life better for their children and ensure that they don’t have to live through the experiences the participants did. 
· A ‘Good morning west Belfast care line’ card. This was described by the participant as summing up the spirit of their community. 
After the lunch break there was a short open space for creative expression on future aspirations as well as an evaluation. 

3.7 Open/creative space and artwork created by group
The group was offered the opportunity to complete drawings which represented their hopes for the region. These were discussed and individual artworks included:

· A tree picture: Representing coming home, being present, wanting a bi and multilingual society - ‘there’s a drop of water in the mouth of the wind’ ‘tá deoch uisce i mbéal na gaoithe

· Heart and primary colours picture: Symbolising that all roads are going somewhere and the desire to ensure life is better for our children. Feelings of freedom, release and playfulness

· Picture representing seeds and growth: Signifying the idea that from one seed many possibilities grow and that people can inadvertently throw ‘bad seeds’.
· Picture of Nepalese mountain titled ‘I remember my place, how a mountain is’: Recalls participant seeing the beautiful mountain first thing in the morning and last thing at night and also how hard life there was e.g. two young brothers died as there was no hospital. Recalls how the participant liked gathering together, the singing, colours, expression and movement from her home. (Nepal).
· Picture representing the idea that spring always follows winter.
3.8 Main themes in group responses

In addition to those identified and more fully discussed later in the following section Considering the Work, the main themes in response to the performance and readings as identified by the facilitator were:
i) Power, influence and agency: Being an activist for change versus ‘living in a bubble’ was a major focus of the lively discussion. 
Speaking out against injustice, forming organisations to work for change, challenging the role of the media rather than acquiescing or turning a blind eye was important to the women. However, there were also challenges and obstacles to women’s power and agency in both spoken and unspoken ways (e.g. the absence of the PUL women and a discussion on this, women needing to leave to attend to health and childcare issues, speaking out about racism). 
The facilitator introduced a theory on trauma that identifies ‘living in a bubble’ as a survival mechanism that involves disconnecting and distancing from others, what Sandra Bloom (1997)
 has described as being a ‘bystander’ rather than an activist for change and that generally includes a sense of helplessness.
“I often feel invisible here, like I’m not seen.”

“It’s liberating, not sad to be able to shout out ‘Brit bastards’ in a play and be allowed to. It’s gone then.”

ii) Traumatised living: In the responses women were clearly identifying that what we lived through for 35+ years - or 700 years depending on your version of history - was abnormal. 
There were many indicators of resilience
 and ways people had coped that supported themselves and the community as well as various creative adjustments people made that clearly do not serve us well now. For example, fear and pushing down anger as a habitual way of survival living may lead to emotional detachment, loss of trust, feelings of alienation, flatness, depression, alcohol/drug dependency, fits of rage, feelings of powerlessness and so on. 
“We became accustomed to pushing it down. There could be a lot of consequences, like losing your job.”

iii) Our children and the future: Making life better and different for our children was raised both in terms of our responsibility as adults to ensure that they do not have to go through what we lived through. Concern was raised about how to handle the past. Confidence in handling stories of the conflict and songs related to a divided community raised issues of difference within the community which appeared to be strongly related to class and a sense of closeness to battle.
“My children grew up with stories; they know their history and songs… every night I told them the stories from what happened in our community.”

iv) Truth and meaning making: The complexity of getting the whole truth in a situation of multiple competing realities and at the same time, recognition that it is not all relative. Historical realities were discussed, as was the idea that the experiences of individuals and communities can’t be disregarded - these are part of the unfinished business that those who have lived through conflict need to work through.
“It’s so important to get the stories out. Yet, you could lift the book (A Woman’s Part) and take part of it and use it to manipulate. It’s more complex. You have to take it as a whole.”
“The whole issue of balance is not the way forward here. There was years of discrimination here against catholics.”

The group had an extensive discussion about why the protestant women activists weren’t there and I briefly introduced the work of Judith Lewis Herman (see further reading and references on page 20) as a framework for awareness on the different places that activists from different communities might be. 
4. Considering the work: key learning points/recommendations

“Was my freedom not given to me then in order to build the world of the You?”   
(Fanon, 1986)

These are the themes with key learning points/recommendations extracted for practitioners and activists that seemed most significant to me as they emerged from the workshop:
a) Past and present

b) Power, influence and change

c) Stuck and moving on: working with difference
d) Experiences of victimisation
e) Intense emotions and the complex dynamics of oppressor-oppressed

f) Truth and story – to tell or not to tell? 

4.1 Past and Present

There were many references to the former programme and to past events. People flicked continually between the past and present. For example, a participant mentioned the distress that emerged from viewing a photographic exhibition titled, Out of the Darkness. The exhibition included many graphic images of significant events throughout the period of armed conflict. 

Learning point/recommendation: To support the integration of difficult events it is important to find ways to support people to feel grounded in the present and to encourage people to stay connected and not go into isolation. 
4.2 Power, influence and change

i. Protestant/Unionist/Loyalist participants
What appeared to stand out most as an area of concern and which seemed to continue to shake the group, was the departure of all but one of the PUL women from the original programme in 2007. While there were some women from a protestant background at the 2008 workshop, they had not been participants in the previous work, and it seemed that this sub-group did not identify as either unionist or loyalist. 
While two women included the term ‘protestant’ in how they described themselves it seemed this was not central to how they identified themselves.  
There was a clear lack of a specific protestant point of view. The facilitator also made the following observations about the group: 

· The missing women were at all times referred to as protestants rather than unionists or loyalists. The last two terms were not used

· In the absence of PUL participants, others in the group attempted to define their experiences e.g. they don’t protest, they ‘lived in a bubble’

· One woman who identified herself as PUL and stayed for the entire programme had experience of asserting herself in a male and highly sexist working environment
· The women from a protestant background who were present did not always identify themselves strongly as being protestant. Moreover, they appeared to distance from this background making statement like ‘my son wanted to be a catholic’.
Throughout the years of armed conflict, people frequently and often instantly sought to define the ‘other’, where safety and even survival relied on knowing who was who. More than 14 years after the ceasefires, we seem to continue to define each other in a kind of shorthand. For example, the language that the facilitator chooses identifies his/her political stance. This has to be taken into account with community arts work in a post conflict context in terms of perceived closeness to, or distance from, particular groups. 

Learning point/recommendation: No facilitator is entirely neutral or free from the impacts of doing this type of highly personal work. Activists, artists and facilitators may want to consider support to explore issues that will arise in the work in a safe space prior to, during and after the work such as off line supervision, peer groups, facilitated group support. 
ii. Catholic/Nationalist/Republican participants
The strength of presence from these women activists and the obvious passion and pride in their experiences of standing up to the British state and against past injustices such as the use of plastic bullets and ongoing human rights campaigns was remarkable. There were differences in how to handle history, story and song.
Learning point/recommendation: Given the general strength of presence and pride in this sub-group, facilitators, organisations and funding bodies will need to consider how to recognise and support difference. For example, how best can the extensive learning within this community be supported and made available to support the quality of life for the wider community?

iii. Racism and minorities

Central questions were raised by this sub-group e.g. about oppressor/oppressed relationships. 
There were observations about men from Northern Ireland being ‘shut down’ emotionally and supportive responses from the rest of the group that identified the need to conform to a societal norm. One woman raised the issue of racism through a performance of a speech by Martin Luther King. The general feeling of living here and feeling invisible as a black woman was raised and briefly explored. Another woman brought glimpses of deep pride in connection to her country of origin as well as lack of health care facilities we would consider basic. There were absent women activist voices from other minority groups e.g. traveller women, lesbian women. 
Learning point/recommendation: Contact between more established cultures in Northern Ireland and incoming communities brought fresh sources of enrichment and support for all the women present as well as raising hard issues that need attention in our context such racism and the increase in racial attacks.
4.3 Stuck and moving on: Working with difference

There was extensive evidence of difference in the experiences of the group. For example, in the expectations of the initial programme and when participants expressed concern that they might ‘get stuck’. In an environment marked by difference, individual group members may need to engage and disengage at their own pace. The wider group may experience irritation or in some way blame those who are not ‘keeping with the programme’ so to speak. 
Those activists who perceive their community to be at a disadvantage or losing out, may find it difficult to participate in a group with those they perceive their community to have an advantage or be gaining ground. 

There are real dangers for post conflict work if we ‘move on’ by leaving certain groups behind or if it means ignoring the voices and experiences of those who make their presence most felt by their absence.
There appeared to be clear evidence of hurt, irritation, bewilderment as well as generosity in the group in relation to the PUL sub-group. There was also evidence of the gains for CNR women in feeling able to express themselves more freely and in recognising differences within their own community as well as across communities. 
Learning point/recommendation: Generally speaking, as one community experiences itself as more confident and another as less confident it may be naïve to expect the same readiness. There seems to be a need to look at how to keep programmes and projects going while supporting difference which has implications for activists, practitioners and organisations doing this kind of work. 
4.4 Experiences of victimisation 

There were clear indicators of traumatised living in the responses to the performance as well as in the content of the performance itself. There is a strong need in this current context of peace building for practitioners to be willing and supported to connect to their own experiences of victimisation
 in order not to either disempower others by rushing to:

· Rescue and do for and/or speak for and/or 

· Disempower by disconnecting and distancing from and somehow blaming

Learning point/recommendation: By recognising and acknowledging our own complex feelings and reactions, practitioners and project organisers can stay connected to those experiencing themselves as excluded and marginalised. This can help facilitators identify and respond to participants who may react to feelings of marginalisation in ways which potentially further exclude and isolate e.g. feeling unsafe and withdrawing, helpless rage, secrecy and silence. Focusing awareness on the strategies people have used to survive is an important starting point for all those involved in this challenging work. 

4.5 Intense emotions and the complex dynamics of oppressor-oppressed

Working in the context of the aftermath of prolonged political conflict can evoke uncomfortable, or, at worst, nearly unbearable memories and emotions. The work will require accompanying people through the intense emotions generated in traumatic events and social situations including rage, guilt and fast criticism directed against oneself and/or others’, grief, shame, blame, revenge, despair, hatred, terror, horror and powerlessness.

During the workshop the question of oppressor-oppressed relations was discussed. The complexity of these relationships is thoroughly addressed by Philip Lichtenberg (1990) who proposes that all of us can sometimes be oppressors and sometimes oppressed (e.g. in intimate relations, and as parents we sometimes oppress our children). All involved need support if relationships are to be transformed.

Learning point/recommendation: As practitioners we will be most helpful if we are able to work in a supportive environment, as the undoing of unhealthy projections
 and identifications requires extensive support. The contribution community arts can make to this process alongside strong psychological support has yet to be fully explored and endorsed in policy and practice by the state. 
There is evidence from other countries of the importance of non-verbal and arts based activities for those who have experienced trauma. In some instances, therapeutically informed work that includes a focus on body sensation
 may be needed to support people to recover their natural resilience, ideally in groups where such experience is seen as a normal response to abnormal events. 

4.6 Truth and story: To tell or not to tell? 

‘When is the right time to talk to children? What is the history that our children are going to know?’ 

A recurring theme was the role of story and the importance of story in people’s lives. There was evidence of pride in past achievements as activists, telling stories and singing songs to children every night as an everyday ritual, as well as concern and silence. How do we tell our stories to our children was raised, followed by comments on truth and meaning making in a complex world and the need for more programmes like A Woman’s Part.

Extensive work on transgenerational experience internationally (Danielli, 1982) and in the north of Ireland (Burrows and Keenan, 2004) indicate that children learn from what is not said as much as from what is. They learn from the strength and nature of attachment between parent and child, as well as through other structures and practices in the family and wider community. In other words, silence still communicates. 

Learning point/recommendation: In the absence of sufficient support to develop a coherent narrative on which to frame our experience, children, young people and adults may re-enact - ‘act out’ or ‘act in’ the unspoken, unresolved aspects of family and community life in risk-taking behaviour such as self harm and/or in withdrawal, lack of curiosity, difficulty concentrating and learning, emptiness and fatigue (Keenan and Burrows, 2005, 2006). 
Adequate resources in terms of time, policies, practices and funding need to be made available to ensure support for the work in the interests of us making real a better quality of life for all.

5. Conclusions: 
Happening as it did some time after the programme finished, and including women who had taken part originally, was a useful way of taking a fresh look at the themes and issues arising from this very challenging project. 
In considering the title for this resource ‘A place at the table’ seemed like an appropriate one as it related to both the absent PUL women and the important role hospitality plays in Northern Ireland’s culture. The overall sense with this group of women activists and artist practitioners was of their generosity, and that a space, or place at the table, was being kept for the absent participants and their voices. 
The question to consider is whether or not Northern Ireland’s current structures and practices underpin this generosity, and are able to include absent voices in their continued support for creative writing, drama and other forms of community arts as a way of addressing the ongoing effects of conflict.
Another key issue arising from the programme and subsequent discussions, is to ask whether there is a danger of working class protestants ‘getting stuck’ in an underdog position along with others who feel left behind or unrecognised as the political climate in Northern Ireland’s post conflict society develops. There was some evidence of this in the programme, with the absence of the PUL women and a sense of their distancing themselves from the group and being defined more by others than by themselves in their absence. 

One quote from a participant, “what is the history that our children are going to know?”, sums up the importance of programmes like A Woman’s Part and captures the choices and challenging work ahead. 
What is clear is that there is a definite need for more programmes like A Woman’s Part if we want to create an inclusive history and deal with the far reaching impact of conflict on all who have lived through it. It is also clear however, that those leading or working on programmes like this one, need to access appropriate support. 
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7. Appendices

i) Martin Luther King speech 
I’ve been to the mountain top

"It would be fatal for the nation to overlook the urgency of the moment. This sweltering summer of the Negro's legitimate discontent will not pass until there is an invigorating autumn of freedom and equality. Nineteen sixty-three is not an end, but a beginning. Those who hope that the Negro needed to blow off steam and will now be content will have a rude awakening if the nation returns to business as usual."

"The marvelous new militancy which has engulfed the Negro community must not lead us to a distrust of all white people. For many of our white brothers as evidenced by their presence here today have come to realize that their destiny is tied up with our destiny and they have come to realize that their freedom is inextricably bound to our freedom. We cannot walk alone. I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: 'We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal.'" "I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin, but by the content of their character.” I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia the sons of former slaves and the sons of former slave owners will be able to sit down together at a table of brotherhood.” This is our hope. This is the faith that I go back to the South with. With this faith we will be able to hew out of the mountain of despair a stone of hope. With this faith we will be able to transform the jangling discords of our nation into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood. With this faith we will be able to work together, to pray together, to struggle together, to go to jail together, to stand up for freedom together, knowing that we will be free one day.” Now is the time to lift our nation from the quicksand of racial injustice to the solid rock of brotherhood. Now is the time to make justice a reality for all of God's children.” Let freedom ring. And when this happens, and when we allow freedom ring—when we let it ring from every village and every hamlet, from every state and every city, we will be able to speed up that day when all of God's children—black men and white men, Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics—will be able to join hands and sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual: "Free at last! Free at last! Thank God Almighty, we are free at last!"

ii) 1920 – Emma Groves – 2007
How does one ever start to talk about a woman like Emma Groves? A lady of great courage, dignity and compassion. Known as the first lady of Andersonstown, she stood shoulder to shoulder with the families in their hour of need. She fought against injustices and inequality and refused to be treated as a second class citizen in her own country. It was Emma Groves and people like her who ensured that women had a place and a voice in influencing policy makers on social and political issues. She helped to build that great community spirit founded on mutual respect and understanding that lives on in people of her generation and communities throughout the north of Ireland.

When the United Campaign Against Plastic Bullets was founded in 1984, after the killing of John Downes, it was from Emma’s front room where we met and planned our campaign. We traveled the world to highlight the issue of Plastic Bullets with Emma to the fore winning hearts and minds by simply telling her story. A whole network of support groups were set up with constant pressure being put on the Government and powers that be to have these weapons banned. But she did much more than just campaign. She was a mother and a counselor to those in the group and many times was sought her wise counsel and advice. She took Brenda Downes and her 18-month–old daughter, Claire, under her wing after the killing of John. She worried about how Jim McCabe would manage bringing up 3 young children, the youngest only 12 weeks old when their mother was killed by a plastic bullet. She was devastated when 14-year-old Julie Livingstone, daughter to her long time friends Archie and Bernadette, was cut down with a plastic bullet in 1981. But how she enjoyed the campaign trips with Archie for despite his heartache we were all sure of a laugh and great crack. Archie had a talent for turning tears into laughter and despair into hope.

Emma was a woman of high morals and human decency. She didn’t have a sectarian bone in her body. She was a dedicated Irish woman and a great friend to the prisoners. She loved all things Irish and instilled in her children and in the community around her a great sense of their own worth. She was also a woman of deep faith and conviction and it was that faith that allowed her to forgive the soldier who blinded her, even though she never knew his name. I recall many memories when her no nonsense approach cut through the pomp and ceremony when meeting dignitaries and heads of state. She addressed a worldwide audience in Russia about world peace and against all weapons of war. We ate caviar in the company of Mr and Mrs Gorbacev only for Emma to tell them she preferred a good fish supper any day. When the now famous director Ken Loach of The Wind That Shakes The Barley film, visited Belfast many years ago, he was so touched and overwhelmed by Emma’s story, especially when she told him there was actual footage of her being taken from her home, with the horrific injuries to her face. He sought out that footage and had it shown on British television for the first time despite many objections. He said he wanted to show the British public what was being done in their name.

While we pay tribute to Emma today we also pay tribute to her wonderful family, mother of 11, grandmother of 42, and great grandmother of 26. What a legacy. Her constant regret over the years was not being able to see the faces of her grandchildren and great-grandchildren. Her family supported and sustained her during those difficult years. The rubber bullet that took her sight and changed her life also changed the life of each and every one of her children, the youngest only 5 years old at the time. But they faced that battle with the same courage and determination that makes them the strong family they are to-day. Today is the end of an era as we lay to rest a woman of inspiration, hope, and faith in a country that cherishes all of its children.

We thank god for Emma and we thank her family for allowing us the privilege of being so much a part of her life. They understood fully her need to feel competent and able despite her blindness, and she may have lost her sight, but she never lost her vision. We will always love and miss you Emma. We have lost our mentor, companion, and great friend. But you can rest easy now Emma, you finally came out of the darkness and into the light.
This obituary was read at Emma’s funeral by her life long friend Clara Reilly, a participant on A Woman’s Part.
ii) Poem contributed by artist
An Argentinean woman who was unable to attend the workshop sent the following poem as her contribution to the session. 

First, a poem that I wrote and that was the one that I was going to bring to the workshop. It is about what we feel and think about 'home' when we are far from there. 
Return to Ithaca
Because I went away from you, 

I now want to come back. 
I left your shore without great grieve; 

sadness inside my heart knowing how many I abandoned with you.

Today I have no news from you

But the voices crossing the ocean. 
Spoilt of me for wanting and not wanting: 

grounding the earth and breathing the air underneath the sky, 

which witnessed my birth.

You can blame me for much but not for having forgotten you. 
My lips still carry the taste of given kisses.

As you often fill my eyes with tears, 

as you often fill me with grip, don’t fear, my beloved Íthaca, 

to you I must return.

It is not up to me to decide, my will gets blurred, “my tongue gets twisted”[1],

 I bring old verses to my mind, and to you I long to return.

You cheat my senses, 

you take my understanding away Only to make sure I stem from you.

I don’t flaunt your colours or sing along with your cadence anymore, 

a foreigner among foreigners but owning a return ship
Paula Guzzanti

[1] Hernández, J., Martin Fierro.





























































































� Activist is self defined by the women participating to emphasise the diverse roles women played as combatants, community organisers, children’s rights and human rights activists 


� Unresolved trauma includes hyperarousal (e.g. always on the alert, disturbed sleep, nightmares, going over and over what happened, explosive behaviour, risky behaviour, flashbacks). Disconnection (e.g. numbness/ profound passivity/trance like, emotional detachment). Constriction (not wanting to go out or going out less, not being able to plan for the future, feeling lifeless, without energy, sometimes more connected to the dead than the living). Self medication to kill the pain and fear, including busying, forgetting, use of prescription drugs and/or alcohol and drugs. See Herman (1992) and Burrows and Keenan (2004).


� The ‘virtual’ group is composed of the influences of all the thoughts about groups that the members of the actual group bring with them. 


� ‘Field’ has similarities to the dynamic properties of quantum physics and is all that is currently happening and that has happened in the life space of a person and a group. This includes the person/environment, wider ecological and political context which is also a psychological ‘field’ formed through perception and experience with all the dynamic influences both on the person and that they mutually bring to their environment 


� Somatic experiencing is an approach to working with unresolved, overwhelming events in the nervous system developed by Peter Levine and is based on our body’s natural capacity to resolve trauma.


� Gestalt is a holistic theory and practice that is applied to a wide diversity of contexts. Practitioners’ focus is on supporting growth through awareness, contact and use of self with individuals, groups, and organisations. (See website in appendix for further information).


� ‘Resource’ in this context is being used to define any internal or external memory or object which supports well being and connection to oneself and sometimes others. Introducing the idea and felt experience of ‘resources’ early on in the life of the group is essential in working in high conflict/traumatised environments to increase capacity for awareness and contact. 


� Bloom, S. (1997) Creating sanctuary: towards the evolution of sane societies.





� Resilience is increasingly researched internationally as the core aspect of how people bounce back from and integrate adverse events. Resilience depends on a wide range of factors including a strong sense of connection to family and community, history of previous unresolved traumatic events, and above all, to how others in the family and community respond - ways that support resilience and reduce isolation or ways that undermine resilience by individualising, medicalising and/or pathologising experience.


� Fanon, F. (1986) Black skin, white masks





� Victimisation is being used in the sense of one who is subject to deprivation, unnecessary suffering or oppression. This does not make the person a ‘victim’ and the women in the group did not see themselves in this way but rather as ‘activists’ for social change. 


� Projection in this sense is used to acknowledge that we continually project with awareness and ownership or without awareness and ownership what we perceive to be negative and positive psychological qualities onto others. Unhealthy projection is where the weaker person in the relationship moves to identify and take on what belongs to the other in the sense of values, needs and desires. Meanwhile, the stronger shifts what is unwanted in themselves onto the weaker, while keeping for herself/himself what is desirable or manageable. Lichtenberg, P. (1990) Communities and confluence: undoing the clinch of oppression


� Sensation is the language of the primitive or reptilian brain which can get stuck in the trauma responses of fight, flight or freeze. 
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