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Abstract

This thesis explores post-conflict victimhood as it manifests itself in Northern 

Ireland. While extensive research has been carried out into the subject, most research 

in psychology considers victimhood to be a cognitive or perhaps a clinical 

phenomenon. This thesis proposes that victimhood is fundamentally a rhetorical 

phenomenon by which the possessors of the status can use it to argue about what 

should be done for victims and perpetrators. Because it is a coveted status, people 

argue about the limits of victimhood, to whom it applies and how it should be 

handled. These arguments about what a victim is, who is a victim and what should be 

done about victims are the focus of these studies. The thesis follows in the tradition 

of rhetorical and discursive psychology by offering a rhetorical conception of a 

subject not typically treated as rhetoric. In it I consider recent research into 

victimhood which I argue can be reconceptualised in rhetorical terms. The empirical 

chapters begin by looking at how the nature of victimhood is constructed in 

newspapers through the use of metaphors. I then move to considering how these 

newspaper articles argue about what should be done about victims by considering 

their use of argumentation (Chapter 4). The ideological dilemmas surrounding these 

arguments suggest that there are always opposing ideas to any ideas about how to 

deal with victims. In Chapters 5 and 6 I explore how the definition of a victim and 

ways of dealing with victims are argued about in political manifestos. In Chapters 7 

and 8 I look at the same issues as in 5 and 6 but from the perspective of victims. 

Several focus groups are analysed and in Chapter 8 particular emphasis is placed on 

how a rhetorical perspective on needs can give insight into arguments about 

victimhood.
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Foreword

“Victim rhetoric itself is a powerful tool. It taps into our essential human compassion 

for those who suffer, and raises our indignation; and these two emotions can move 

people to action.” (Orr, 2007)

In this statement, Orr insightfully lays his finger on what 1 will argue is a crucial 

aspect of victimhood as a result of violent group conflict: it is functional. Long 

before, the famous language-scholar J. L. Austin (1962) pointed out that all talk is 

functional and has a range of effects. He referred to three aspects of discourse as the 

locutionary act (the words said), the illocutionary act (the speaker’s purpose in using 

the words) and the perlocutionary act (the effect the words had upon the 

listener/reader). Orr points us to the perlocutionary force of victimhood discourse: it 

persuades us into an emotional state which causes us to act. In this thesis I will focus 

my attention on what the speakers are doing by saying certain things about 

victimhood (illocutionary force) as well as examining the effects such utterances 

have on other discourse (a form of perlocutionary effect). In doing so, I follow a 

recent but vibrant tradition in social psychology. Ever since the publication of 

Michael Billig’s “Arguing and Thinking” (1987) and Potter and Wetherell’s 

"Discourse and Social Psychology” (1987), one branch of social psychology has 

taken a “discursive turn” (Harre, 2008). This turn has led some social psychologists 

to reconceptualise many social psychology topics such as attitudes (Potter & 

Wetherell, 1988), categorisation (Herrera, 2003) and emotions (Edwards, 1999) in 

terms of rhetoric and discourse rather than internal states. In this perspective, entities 

such as “attitudes” can be reconceptualised as positions within a debate over a certain 

issue, category use as a rhetorical move to enhance an argument and emotions as 

flexibly expressed states which legitimate or delegitimate a person’s actions. Thus 

the focus turns from the analysis of an inferred mental state to the expression of that 

state as it occurs in a person’s talk with a view to understanding what it accomplishes 

in discourse. This thesis thus continues in that tradition by offering a rhetorical 

reconceptualisation of victimhood after violent political conflict. Rather than seeing 

victimhood as a state of mind in which a person perceives themselves as a victim for 

a variety of reasons, I focus on victimhood as it is discursively expressed. 1 argue that 

by shifting focus from an inferred mental state to empirical observation of 

victimhood we can gain a much better understanding of what it is and what it does.
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Victimhood is receiving increasing attention among peace psychologists (Bar-Tal, 

Chernyak-Hai, Schori, & Gundar, 2009) because after conflict victims are one of the 

key issues that psychologists can address. Both during and in the immediate 

aftermath of conflict, clinical psychologists are often called upon to work with 

victims to reduce trauma (Agger, 2001). Victims may also have deep psychological 

needs that must be addressed before they can “move on” (Manktelow, 2007). Beyond 

these clinical issues, psychologists have recognised that victimhood has complex 

societal implications. Individuals who identify as victims may become vocal actors 

in society and may choose to support reconciliation programmes or may vigorously 

oppose such efforts because they refuse to forgive the other side for their past actions 

(Brewer & Hayes, 2011). Furthermore, whole groups of people may start to identify 

as victims of the conflict in order to justify some political stance such as a hawkish 

orientation towards the outgroup (Bar-Tal et ah, 2009). These manifestations of 

victimhood raise a host of questions for the social psychologist: Why do people 

identify as victims? What functions does victimhood fulfil? How can we help 

victims? What even is victimhood?

These questions have perplexed me ever since 1 conducted undergraduate research 

into collective victimhood in Northern Ireland in 2010. Prior to that 1 was aware of 

the vocal presence of victims in Northern Ireland and often keenly felt their plight, 

but during and after my research I realised that it was a much bigger issue. The 

research explored the similarities and differences between various conceptualisations 

of collective victimhood using factor analysis to delineate the separate aspects. The 

idea, central to the research, that groups could feel victimised and identify as such 

was new to me and made a great deal of sense. But there were unusual patterns in the 

data. Inclusive victimhood (construing one’s victim group as being larger than the 

local ingroup; Vollhardt, 2009a) correlated positively, albeit weakly, with 

competitive victimhood (the belief that one’s group had suffered more than the 

outgroup; Noor, Brown & Prentice, 2008). This was unusual because 1 had expected 

victim beliefs to fall into neat categories: either people would construe their victim 

group narrowly (e.g. only Catholics or only Protestants) or they would be more 

willing to include other groups (e.g. Protestants and Catholics are victims). The 

reality was far more complex and merited further exploration. Why were people 

being inclusive and competitive regarding their victimhood within the same
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questionnaire? While my colleagues pursued further quantitative research (Cohrs, 

McNeill, Miller, & Vollhardt. n.d.), I took a different route. It seemed that the best 

way to pursue answers to the questions above would be through qualitative research 

since they were fundamentally qualitative questions.

The goal of my undergraduate research had been to contribute to the growing body 

of research which linked certain victimhood-beliefs to reconciliation desires (Noor, 

Brown, Gonzalez, Manzi, & Lewis, 2008; Staub & Vollhardt, 2008; Vollhardt, 

2009a). As I began planning qualitative research for the current work this desire to 

help victims remained unabated. Seeing the benefits of Critical Discourse Analysis 

(CDA) in addressing other problems such as racism (Van Dijk, 1991), prejudice 

(Tileaga, 2005) and nationalism (De Cillia, Reisigl, & Wodak, 1999) 1 began to 

conduct some research using this approach. 1 hoped that I might be able to uncover 

evidence of oppression against victims or some indication that politicians were 

“using” victims for their own ends. Thus CDA researchers call for others to take a 

position when they do their analysis (van Dijk, 1995). It was here where I struck a 

dilemma. If CDA is supposed to take a position and speak for oppressed groups and 

resist social inequality (Gee, 2004; Van Dijk, 2003), who was the oppressed group? 

Who was subject to inequality? Were the victims in general the oppressed group and 

perhaps politicians were using them as “political pawns”? That would suggest that I 

wanted victims to get what they demand. In many cases I did not want that. It 

seemed to me that some victims were often motivated by a desire for revenge which I 

deemed to be counter-productive even if one could argue that it was a just desire. 

Who then was the oppressed group? Was it one particular group of victims? In that 

case I would end up pitting one group of victims against another. In the end I largely 

gave up on the CDA approach, not because it is not useful in some cases, but because 

in this case I could not argue that one side was being oppressed without putting 

myself in a deeply uncomfortable position. There are some occasions in this work 

where I pick up on aspects of CDA where it appears, for example, that there is a 

discursive “hiding” of issues that would be worth bringing to the forefront. 

Nevertheless, for the most part I have avoided CDA because, in many cases, I did not 

know what position to take from which to offer a critique.



4

Finding myself without a fixed position of the issue of victimhood, 1 continued 

utilising the “discourse analysis” strand of CDA without the “critical” element. It 

meant that my question “Flow can we help victims” had to be put on hold while I 

addressed the questions of “What functions does victimhood fulfil?” and “What is 

victimhood?” The breakthrough in my efforts to frame an answer to these questions 

came when I read Michael Billig’s “Arguing and Thinking: A Rhetorical Approach 

to Social Psychology” (1987). In it, Billig argues that discourse (and thought itself) is 

rhetorical. By that he means that every statement (logoi) is made in view of, and can 

be opposed by a counter-statement (anti-logoi). From this we can say that all 

discourse is argumentative and aims to persuade the listener/reader of the 

speaker/writer's position. Billig used this insight to reconceptualise areas of 

psychology such as “attitudes” and “cognitive dissonance”. Cognitive dissonance 

then, is not a cognitive process driven by a biological drive to avoid inconsistency 

but a rhetorical strategy of avoiding the charge of being inconsistent. Attitudes are 

not always stable views but are variable expressions of a person’s views on a 

particular issue. Changing the precise nature of the argument would also result in the 

expression of those views to change. This rhetorical perspective on psychology 

began to change my perspective on victimhood.

While my previous research on victimhood had looked at it as a fixed cognitive 

position that affected a range of outcome variables such as reconciliation, I began to 

see victimhood as a rhetorical stance which people could use and adjust to fit their 

particular argument. They could also argue about whether it was compatible with 

reconciliation and forgiveness or whether it was incompatible and mandated hostility 

or even revenge. The issue of the positive correlation between inclusive victimhood 

beliefs and competitive victimhood began to make sense if I could show that in some 

circumstances it makes sense to argue for unique suffering while in others it makes 

sense to argue that others had suffered similarly. Both could be held sincerely by the 

speaker and invoked to accomplish different rhetorical goals. Identifying these goals 

of victimhood (in discourse) would enable me to show what functions it had thus 

answering one of my major questions.

While 1 adopted a rhetorical framework, Billig is clear that this is not a methodology 

but rather, a framework for understanding discourse (1987, p.21). While I could draw'
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on the theoretical background of rhetorical psychology, I returned to some of the 

tools of CDA such as topoi analysis (Reisigl & Wodak, 2009) and metaphor analysis 

(Charteris-Black, 2004; Hart, 2008) for my analysis. Tools such as “topoi analysis” 

allowed analysis of Billig’s “loci communes” or “common places”. These are points 

in the discourse where people appeal to some common ground as they build their 

argument. But like all discourse, every logoi is opposed by an anti-logoi and in this 

case every common-ground argument is opposed by another common-ground 

argument. This leads to contrary arguments about victimhood. Analysis of metaphors 

is common in CDA for showing how some aspects of an issue can be foregrounded 

while others are hidden in the background. While I acknowledge this, I frequently 

see this as a rhetorical move rather than a hegemonic force that opposes the 

revelation of the “true” state of affairs. These tools along with other discourse 

analytic tools enabled me to show how a rhetorical understanding of victimhood can 

be illuminating.

So what then is victimhood? A belief? An attitude? An imposed label? A coveted 

status? It may be all of the above but this study offers a conceptualisation that has not 

been fully developed in previous research: victimhood is a rhetorical stance. I do not 

want to imply by this that I consider it as “mere rhetoric”, that is, the use of words 

without substance (Billig, 1989a). Rhetoric is an ancient study practiced in ancient 

Greece that focussed on the study of argumentation. Aristotle’s Rhetoric, for 

example, explores how to develop a good argument in a range of different contexts 

(Aristotle, 2010). He says that the goal is to “discern the real and apparent means of 

persuasion” (Aristotle, 2010, p. 7). In discussing this he points out that a good 

argument must manage ethos (the character of the speaker), pathos (emotions 

aroused by the speaker) and logos (the logic of the argument). This is deeply relevant 

for understanding victimhood because victims seek to persuade others to help them. 

In doing so they appeal to their character as victims - innocent, helpless and needy; 

they appeal to the emotions of their audience by recounting the terrible things that 

happened to them; and they appeal to reason and logic to show that they should not 

have suffered, should be helped and their perpetrators dealt with appropriately.

In saying this there is a danger that the reader will think I am trying to be cynical 

about victims by insinuating that they are trying to manipulate people into helping
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them. This would be to misunderstand the pervasive nature of rhetoric in all of social 

life. This thesis itself is rhetorical as 1 seek to persuade the reader; internal thinking 

can be understood as an internal dialogue in which the thinker debates with him-or- 

herself (Billig, 1987); and even the very idea of “attitudes” implies that one is taking 

a stance in a debate where they argue against another stance (Billig, 1987). Rhetoric 

is pervasive in social life and to suggest that something is rhetorical is not to demean 

it, but to elucidate its practices, functions and goals. By treating victimhood as 

rhetorical I aim to develop a coherent way of thinking about why people would 

identify as victims and what they are doing when they talk as victims. Such an 

enterprise seeks to apply the wisdom of the past to a contemporary issue (Billig, 

1989a, p. 141).

One question remains unanswered after this discussion of the value of seeing 

victimhood as rhetoric: how can we help victims? A lot depends on what victims 

need. But as soon as we start talking about what victims need we have to distinguish 

between what they need and want. Do victims weer/ justice against their perpetrators 

or do they simply want this? Do they need truth or is this simply a strong desire? As 

soon as we ask this question, answers must be given which argue that something is a 

need and not merely a desire. This argumentative or rhetorical component to thinking 

about the needs of victims makes it inherently problematic. Thus 1 have devoted a 

full chapter to discussion of this. Unfortunately, while this problematises the 

discussion of meeting the needs of victims, it does not progress very far in answering 

the question of what should be done about victims to help them. While my answers 

to the question are limited, I have argued that the way to helping victims must be a 

way through argumentation and not around it. Any attempts to ignore the rhetorical 

thrust of victimhood are misguided since this is impossible. So at the end of the 

thesis 1 offer some suggestions as to how to help victims without circumventing 

consideration of the rhetorical nature of victimhood.

The questions I raised at the start of my research, “How does victimhood function?”, 

“What is victimhood?” and “How can we help victims?” have all been addressed to 

some extent by this research. The first two questions have been answered to my 

satisfaction - the latter has some suggestions but remains elusive. Perhaps the reader 

can consider the implications of this perspective on victimhood and offer further
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insight into the latter question. This thesis is not intended to be the final word on the 

nature and function of victimhood: it is part of the argument surrounding victimhood 

within academia. Its continuation marks a healthy academic interest and may the 

following chapters encourage discussion and debate rather than quiet acquiescence.

The thesis is structured as follows: In Chapter 1 I offer a review of the previous 

literature on victimhood with a rhetorical reinterpretation of their data. In Chapter 2 I 

introduce the context of Northern Ireland and explain the role that victims play. 1 

situate myself within that context and offer reflexive thoughts on my own role in the 

research process. Chapters 3 through 8 present the empirical research of the thesis. 

They focus on three main questions: What is a victim? (Chapter 3), Who is a victim? 

(Chapters 5 and 7) and What should be done about victims? (Chapters 4, 6 and 8). 

The chapters are grouped in pairs around each of the datasets with the first chapter of 

each pair dealing with victim identity issues and the second of each pair dealing with 

victimhood-assistance issues. The three datasets are newspapers (Chapters 3 and 4), 

political manifestos (Chapters 5 and 6) and conversations with victims (Chapters 7 

and 8). If the reader is interested in methodological issues, Chapters 3 and some of 

Chapter 5 explore metaphors, Chapters 4 and to some extent 5 and 7 explore self- 

sufficient arguments/topoi while Chapter 8 adopts a more thematic-discursive 

approach. Chapters 3 and 4 are focussed solely on one “tool” of rhetoric each the 

others chapters are deliberately eclectic in their approach since the aim is to answer 

the research questions posed by the chapters by drawing on relevant tools rather than 

pursuing a certain methodological agenda. Finally, the discussion offers reflections 

on how valuable this perspective on victimhood is and makes suggestions as to how 

it fits with previous research and how future research can be built on its findings.

This research is offered to the reader as an alternative way of thinking about 

victimhood. I hope that it will stimulate interest in the subject as well as renewed 

effort to see the role of rhetoric in many aspects of psychology. May this approach 

stimulate fresh and creative ways of working in post-conflict societies and of helping 

victims.
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1 Literature Review

Extensive research has been carried out into victimhood from a variety of disciplines 

including criminology, sociology and psychology. This review of the literature does 

not aim to be exhaustive but aims to cover a broad swathe of literature, focussing on 

collective victimhood. 1 explore the different ways victimhood is conceptualised and 

regularly attempt to show how these different conceptualisations can fit into, or be 

better explained by, a rhetorical approach. At times I have postponed discussion of 

some issues to the empirical chapters. Further discussion of what a victim is can be 

found in Chapter 3; what should be done for victims in Chapters 4, 6 and 8; and who 

is entitled to be called a victim in Chapters 5 and 7. Each of those chapters also 

contains more detailed discussion of the various methodological tools employed. 

This chapter lays the groundwork for understanding the approach taken in the 

empirical chapters and provides a view of how this thesis fits into extant literature on 

victimhood.

1.1 Victimology and ideology

Most literature on victimhood deals with victims of crime and this has opened up an 

area of study known as victimology. As a branch of criminology the subject has been 

diverse and has drawn in a range of perspectives from across the social sciences 

(Fattah, 2000). The field was pioneered by the book “The Criminal and his Victim” 

(Von Flentig, 1948) which draws attention to the “mutuality” of perpetrator and 

victim. It argues that victims are to some degree responsible for their victimisation 

whether through deliberate action or mere carelessness. From the 1970s onwards, 

victimology shifted towards a more humanitarian project and often criticised its 

predecessors for “blaming the victim” (Fattah, 2000, p. 25). Nevertheless, some 

research continues to focus on the characteristics of the victim which make their 

victimisation more or less likely. Fattah (1991) gives ten different factors which 

influence victimisation including exposure to offenders, sociodemographic 

characteristics, dangerous behaviours and structural proneness (e.g. group status). At 

least part of the emphasis in such a model is to offer a “scientific” model of 

victimhood and thereby criticise the idea that there is a bad offender and an innocent 

victim and show that victims and offenders are both “human beings caught in a web
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of intricate social relationships and human emotions” (Fattah, 2000, p. 39). But 

Fattah has been criticised for his naivete in assuming that an ideologically-neutral, 

scientific study of victimhood is possible (Elias, 1996). All victimology is 

ideological - whether it is right realist, critical, feminist, left-realist or peacemaking 

ideology (Elias, 1996). Others appeal for a “victims’ victimology” to ensure that, as 

feminist studies make female voices heard, victimology makes victims’ voices heard 

(Ben-David, 2000).

The very least we can draw from this survey is that victimology is an ideological 

enterprise comprising diverse theoretical explanations and goals. Victimhood alone 

should not be understood as rhetorical but victimologists who talk about victims and 

what to do about them are also engaged in rhetoric. This will be helpful to remember 

as we continue our survey lest the pursuit of “science” obscure the ideological and 

rhetorical positions of the authors.

The victimhood that is the focus of this thesis is more specific than the victim of 

crime although it could well be considered a subset of victimology. Here we wish to 

consider the victim of violent political conflict. Consequently, the ideological 

positions of researchers in this area are different from those in other areas of 

victimology. Perhaps it would be fair to group most of them under the broad category 

of “peacemaking” ideology in which victimhood is explored to see how it hinders 

peace and how it can be resolved in order to establish peace and reconciliation. 

Naturally then, researchers have to conceptualise victimhood and their goals in 

studying it.

1.2 Victimhood as psychological trauma

Some researchers from more clinical branches of psychology have focussed on direct 

victims of conflict, their psychological symptoms and the need to address those 

symptoms to promote psychological wellbeing. Studies often survey large samples of 

the population to see the extent of psychological trauma such as Post-Traumatic 

Stress Disorder (PTSD). While the definition of PTSD changes from time to time 

(Wilson, 1994), the current version of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 

Mental Disorders (DSM-V) suggests that someone can be diagnosed as having PTSD 

if they have experienced a violent incident, suffer from repeated distress, seek to 

avoid traumatic thoughts and suffer from cognitive, mood, arousal and reactivity
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disorders for a period of one month or more (American Psychiatric Association, 

2013). After violent conflict, many people suffer from trauma and researchers often 

seek to highlight the prevalence of PTSD and the need for psychological help.

For example, PTSD among children and adolescents in Israel is estimated to be 

between 5% and 8%, in Palestine between 23% and 70% and between 10% to 30% 

in Iraq (Dimitry, 2012). The authors thus appeal for help in light of the “pressing 

need”. In Rwanda, 24.8% of a sample of 2091 participants met the criteria for PTSD 

and the authors highlight the relationship between PTSD and lack of support for 

national trials, lack of belief in community and lack of belief in interdependence with 

other ethnic groups (Pham, Weinstein, & Longman, 2004). The conclusion is that 

trauma should be considered when seeking to facilitate reconciliation. Again similar 

high levels of trauma are found among people in Sri Lanka (Somasundaram & 

Sivayokan, 1994), Northern Ireland (Curran et ah, 1990; Daly & Johnston, 2002; 

Muldoon, Schmid, Downes, Kremer, & Trew, 2005) and Bosnia-Herzegovina 

(Agger, 2001). The authors of such research are united in appealing for help for 

sufferers and thus the identification and quantification of PTSD serves as a rhetorical 

means of persuading readers to offer help.

Recently I attended a meeting at which the Victims’ Commissioner of Northern 

Ireland, Kathryn Stone, discussed the work being done for victims in Northern 

Ireland. During a question time after that meeting, one participant explained that 

because of the high incidence of PTSD in Northern Ireland compared to other 

countries, the country should receive special attention and help. One might question 

such an argument because of the imbalance between the quantity of research in 

Northern Ireland compared to some other conflicts but what I found interesting was 

that the speaker was using this research as rhetorical support to gain extra help for 

Northern Ireland and its victims. This example shows that research into the 

prevalence of PTSD is rhetorical and is subsequently picked up and used in rhetorical 

ways.

In formulating their arguments, researchers in this area appeal to psychiatric labels, 

the methodology of questionnaires and to quantitative data. All of these are tools in 

forming an argument which aims to persuade the reader to action. Taking just one of 

those aspects, quantitative data, some have argued that this can be seen as a



rhetorically effective way of accomplishing factuality and that the selection of means 

to represent numerical data are rhetorically motivated (Potter, Wetherell, & Chitty, 

1991). By using percentages or by comparing one set of values to another, numbers 

can be asserted in such a way as to strengthen the speaker or writer’s argument.

1.3 Victimhood as individual victimisation

Many would argue that a clinical diagnosis is insufficient to identify victims because 

not all victims suffer from PTSD even though they might have been injured as a 

result of violent conflict. The question then becomes, “Who are the victims?”

One way of answering this is to create labels to identify people on a set of 

predetermined criteria. After conflict, people can be categorised using a range of 

labels including direct perpetrator, bystander, direct victim, victim by proxy, 

secondary victim and victim once removed (Borer, 2003, p. 1116). Borer argues that 

it is important to create such a diverse set of categories in order to problematise the 

simple dichotomy of victim and perpetrator such as was found in South Africa’s 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission. Not all victims are equally hurt and not all 

perpetrators are equally guilty - there is a continuum of responsibility and hurt.

Of course using categories like this is rhetorical work. Potter & Wetherell (1987) 

explain that categories are used in discourse to accomplish certain tasks (p. 116-137). 

For example, one can identify someone as a member of a particular race or social 

group in order to indicate blame. In this case, Borer is constructing a larger set of 

categories to challenge an existing set of assumptions about who is guilty and who is 

innocent.

Another way of identifying victims is to conduct large-scale surveys and simply ask 

people. Cairns, Mallett, Lewis, & Wilson (2003) took this approach in Northern 

Ireland and found that 12% of adults regularly identified themselves as victims. 

Flowever, when asked to provide objective evidence of victimhood, 16% could be 

classified as direct victims and 30% indirect victims. Why this discrepancy between 

self-assessed victimhood and “objective” victimhood? Cairns et al. (2003) suggest 

that identification as a victim is based on a range of factors including the existing 

quasi-legal definition which focussed on the dead as being victims and the political 

implications of identifying as a victim (p. 29). They also acknowledge that they
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cannot tell how the political situation in 2001 (when the data were collected) 

influenced people’s identification as victims. In all of this there is an allusion, but no 

explicit reference, to the rhetorical function of identifying as a victim. The context of 

2001 is a rhetorical context and the variability in identification as a victim is a 

rhetorical variation.

The idea that discourse is variable has been explored by Potter & Wetherell (1987) 

and Billig (1987) who offer striking examples of how variable discourse can vary 

depending on what the speaker is arguing for. In one instant Maoris can be described 

as a “lazy race” by participants and in the next as “such hard-working people” (Potter 

& Wetherell, 1987, p. 125). Again, a participant with “strong views” about the 

monarchy can both support and contest such a structure (Billig, 1989b). There are 

many other studies which show this kind of variability and the reader is referred to 

Potter (1998) for an extensive list. But while Cairns et al. (2003) observe this 

variability it is not explained in rhetorical terms. Clearly under some contexts 

participants will refer to themselves as victims but under other contexts they will not 

- it depends on what is most strategic.

The work of Cairns et al. (2003) can itself be conceived of as rhetoric because they 

explicitly argue against Bloomfield (1998) who suggested that everyone in Northern 

Ireland can be categorised as a victim. They argue that this is not a “viable” way of 

dealing with victim issues and with the past in general. Thus the quantification 

rhetoric serves to back up their argument that only some people should be classed as 

victims.

If victimhood is understood as a self-ascribed identity, the next question is “What 

does it mean for those who adopt it?” In a detailed study Ferguson, Burgess, & 

Hollywood (2010) spoke with victims in Northern Ireland and using interpretative 

phenomenological analysis (Smith & Osborn, 2003) they sought to explore the lived 

experience of victims and how they understood their victimhood. They offer five 

themes: hierarchies of victims, everyone is a victim, individual resilience, family are 

victims, and guilt and psychological problems. Focusing attention on the third theme, 

individual resilience, the authors explain that individuals often seek to show 

themselves as resilient and do not personally identify as victims (a sign of weakness) 

but can identify as part of a victimised group (a powerful label). Again, the authors
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of the paper miss out on any explicit discussion of the rhetorical significance of this. 

Clearly the victims exert rhetorical effort to present themselves to the interviewer as 

strong yet collectively victimised but this is unlikely to be the case across all 

rhetorical contexts.

Ferguson et al. (2010) notice that one of their participants chooses to identify 

personally as a “survivor” rather than a “victim”. This hits on another issue facing 

the individual victimisation approach: should those who have suffered be called 

“victims”? Some are inclined to say, “No, such a label is disempowering” (Meredith, 

2009). Such a label excludes other potential identities and renders the sufferer 

passive (Meredith, 2009). Meredith is not against recognising sufferers as victims but 

she contends that to use the term uncritically does not do justice to the humanity of 

those who suffer. She is aware that this is a rhetorical issue and that context 

ultimately shapes the appropriate use of the term so while it can be disempowering, it 

can also be used in political discourse to promote the interests of a group. Such usage 

can be seen in Northern Ireland where it is advantageous to identify as a victim when 

such a claim entitles the bearer to “recognition, validation, support and 

compensation” (Dillenburger, Fargas, & Akhonzada, 2005). Thus they write that “the 

concept of victim or survivor is socially constructed and shifts with the times; it is 

what you do at particular times, rather than who you are indefinitely” (Dillenburger 

et al., 2005, p. 231). So when it is strategic to identify as victims, people will do so. 

But at other times when this is not advantageous, people will be inclined not to. 

While they do not frame their conclusion explicitly in terms of rhetoric, a rhetorical 

perspective fits perfectly.

Treating victimhood as an individual phenomenon is insightful because it appears 

that rhetorically strategic variability is manifested. One thing that Ferguson et al. 

(2010) pick up on is that often people identify their group as being victimised even 

when they shy away from personally identifying as victims. This leads us to our next 

section. In this next section I will move away from talking about what scholarship is 

doing in talking about victimhood to thinking about what such research can tell us 

about how participants use talk about victimhood.
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1.4 Victimhood as collective victimisation

Even though some people may not personally have suffered as victims, their group 

may have been oppressed and victimised which leads them to identify as part of a 

victim group. A Catholic in Northern Ireland or an Israeli in Israel may not have 

personally been harmed but nonetheless, they may identify as victims because of 

their group membership (Bar-Tal et al., 2009). A perspective that can be used to 

explain this is Social Identity Theory (SIT) and the associated Self-Categorisation 

Theory (SCT).

According to SIT (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), people can interact on a continuum 

ranging from the strictly interpersonal to the intergroup in which group membership 

is more or less salient. Group membership can be made salient by simple 

experiments that place participants into different groups and as a result of which, 

groups can behave competitively. Tajfel and Turner (1979) also argue that within 

groups people strive to maintain their self-esteem and they do this by comparing their 

group (ingroup) with another group (outgroup) to maximise positive distinctiveness. 

But the size and inclusiveness of the ingroup can vary according to the self

categorisation of the person and can range from human identity (superordinate 

category) to social identity (social category) to personal identity (Hornsey, 2008). 

Along that continuum there are finer distinctions and greater or lesser levels of 

inclusiveness.

But what standard do people use to categorise themselves as a group member? 

Oakes, Turner, & Haslam (1991) argue that people use “comparative fit” to find a 

category that maximises /w/ergroup differences and minimises w/ragroup 

differences. This process is not static and can change from situation to situation. 

When people find this suitable category they “depersonalise” themselves and other 

group members to see them as prototypical members to whom they look for beliefs 

and behaviours (Hornsey, 2008).

The aim of the social identity perspective is to provide a basis for understanding the 

relationship between individual and group behaviour by taking personal cognition as 

the basis for group categorisation and subsequent group behaviour (Hogg & 

Williams, 2011).This has relevance to the study of victimhood because it explains 

how individuals can start to share a sense of victimhood. People categorise
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themselves based on maximum intergroup difference and minimum intragroup 

difference and then start to share prototypical beliefs (Bar-Tal et al., 2009). If one of 

those prototypical beliefs is a sense of victimhood, that belief starts to be shared by a 

group and one level of the individual’s identity (social identity) is a victimised one.

As social identity perspectives acknowledge, the cognitive construction of a group is 

a subjective process and individuals may construct large groups with which they 

identify and smaller groups with which they identify. The cognitive construction of 

these groups depends on the context and the similarities that the person sees between 

the members.

Vollhardt (2009a) does not explicitly draw on SIT but provides a helpful way of 

understanding her ideas about victimhood. She argues that when people think about 

collective victimhood, the group they construct may include more or less sufferers 

depending on the level of empathy they feel with other sufferers. The work of 

Vollhardt (2009b) can be thought of as conceptualising identities in an hierarchical 

manner. At the top would be the most inclusive category (e.g. “human”), lower down 

would be the category of “victim” and further down would be the category which 

you identify with in some violent political conflict (e.g. Israeli or Palestinian; 

Catholic or Protestant). The category of “victim” sits like the water in a funnel which 

can either include more or less victims depending on whether it is closer to the 

“human” category or to the political identification category.

A different way of looking at this is to consider the similarities and differences that 

are used in constructing ingroups and outgroups. According to Construal Level 

Theory (Trope & Liberman, 2003) events can be represented more specifically or 

more abstractly and this will affect who is included in the experience. Vollhardt 

(2009b) illustrates this by saying that the Holocaust can either be represented as 

“genocide” (a broad categorisation) or as “the systematic, bureaucratic, state- 

sponsored persecution and murder of approximately six million Jews by the Nazi 

regime” (p. 19). The latter is more specific and relates only to one specific group 

whereas the former is broad and can include victims from other genocides across the 

world. This fits with SIT perspectives where a person constructs their group based on 

perceived similarities with other groups members - in this instance forming a 

“victim” identity.



16

Vollhardt introduces three main concepts which are worth introducing in some detail. 

1.4.1 Exclusive victim beliefs

Often victims develop a sense that their side of the conflict was the only true victim. 

While the other side may have suffered, they have not suffered to the same extent as 

the ingroup. Furthermore, their suffering is unique compared to other conflicts across 

the world. This idea is related to the concept of siege mentality (Bar-Tal & Antebi, 

1992) in which a group believes that they are under siege; that “members of a group 

hold a central belief that the rest of the world has highly negative behavioural 

intentions toward them” (Bar-Tal & Antebi, 1992, p. 634). Such a belief is common 

among Israeli Jews and is linked to distrust of the outgroup and generally negative 

attitudes towards them.

Vollhardt (2009b) extensively reviews the consequences of exclusive victim beliefs 

and divides them into two categories: affective consequences and altitudinal 

consequences. Under affective consequences she explains that seeing the ingroup as 

the exclusive victim leads to fear (Pettigrew, 2003), distrust of other groups 

(Eidelson & Eidelson, 2003), humiliation (Stokes, 2006; Volkan, 2001) and anger 

(Pennekamp, Doosje, Zebel, & Fischer, 2007). With regards to altitudinal 

consequences, victim groups can experience a desire for revenge (Nadler & Shnabel, 

2008), violence (Pettigrew, 2003) and may perpetrate “displaced aggression” by 

harming other groups even if they are not the perpetrator group (Bar-On & Sarsar, 

2004; Chaitin & Steinberg, 2008). Even being reminded of past suffering can lead to 

justification of violent acts (Wohl & Branscombe, 2008).

Clearly there are a host of negative consequences associated with seeing only one 

side of a conflict as being the exclusive victim. Most of what Vollhardt talks about 

here is in the realm of attitudes, beliefs and emotions but at one point she touches on 

rhetoric. She says that “rhetorical appeals to the group’s victimization and especially 

its innocence as victims are particularly effective in mobilizing citizens to actions, 

including war” (Vollhardt, 2009b, p. 11). When forming a good argument, a speaker 

must form some sort of a practical syllogism (Aristotle, 2010; Feldman, Skoldberg, 

Brown, & Florner, 2004) which is usually expressed in the form of an enthymeme - a 

partially complete form of syllogistic reasoning (Feldman & Skoldberg, 2002;
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Walker, 1994). To illustrate this, 1 give an example of how a practical syllogism 

utilising victimhood in a way that Vollhardt suggests:

Major premise: Under threat of re-victimisation, we should defend ourselves.

Minor premise: We are under threat of re-victimisation.

Conclusion: We should defend ourselves.

To “appeal” to victimhood is to make it one of the components of either the major or 

minor premises. The major premise gives a general principle, the minor premise 

gives the current state of affairs and the conclusion gives the actions which should be 

taken. Politicians or other public figures can thus appeal to common principles (the 

major premise) to argue about what should be done even though they may not 

explicitly state them - they may simply state the minor premise. Potentially there are 

many different principles which can be appealed to in motivating action (in this case 

a general principle of “self-defence” is invoked) and these merit exploration. In 

conflict and post-conflict situations these are likely to take different forms and 

different arguments will be appealed to relevant to victimhood.

The important thing to note from this is that victimhood can have negative effects but 

often for these effects to be generated, victimhood needs to be appealed to in public 

argumentation. For example, if collective aggression is to occur, public 

argumentation needs to happen to justify and generate this. At various points 

throughout the thesis I will return to the idea of syllogisms and argumentation as I 

seek to show that victimhood can be appealed to in numerous ways to argue for 

consequences. Because we will be dealing with a post-conflict situation the 

consequences are not as extreme but are insightful in showing the variety of ways 

victimhood can be appealed to. Of course, even to reach the conclusion that one is a 

victim, one must furnish appropriate premises and I will explore this issue too. For 

now it is enough to see that victimhood is appealed to as a basis for action.

1.4.2 Inclusive victim beliefs

Aside from victimhood generating negative consequences such as violence and 

animosity, it can also generate prosocial consequences. Vollhardt (2009b) uses the 

example of “The Parents Circle” in Israel in which bereaved parents from Israeli and
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Palestinian backgrounds come together to work on peace activities. In such a 

situation, Vollhardt suggests that such people see victimhood as a broader category 

that includes people from other groups rather than exclusively the ingroup. A point 

of clarification is worth adding here: Vollhardt does not frame inclusive victimhood 

as simply the categorisation of both sides of a political conflict as being victims but 

rather the categorisation of the ingroup and other groups as being victims. Thus 

inclusive victimhood may involve identifying with other groups across the world 

because of the empathy induced through ingroup suffering (Staub & Vollhardt, 

2008).

Like with exclusive victim beliefs, there are emotional and behavioural consequences 

of holding inclusive beliefs. Seeing other sufferers as part of a common ingroup of 

suffering can lead to empathy (Eisenberg & Miller, 1987), sympathy/liking 

(Karylowski, 1976) and emotional solidarity expressed in anger towards others 

(Yzerbyt, Dumont, Wigboldus, & Gordijn, 2003). This in turn can lead to prosocial 

actions on behalf of other victims and generally more willingness to accept the 

suffering of the outgroup in your specific conflict (Vollhardt, 2009a). Numerous 

examples can be given of these prosocial actions such as Catholic Nationalists in 

Northern Ireland supporting the plight of Palestinians and Jews working to stop 

genocide in Darfur (Vollhardt, 2009a).

Vollhardt (2009b, p. 8) concedes that the inclusivity of one’s construction of 

victimhood can be experimentally manipulated and is thus subject to context. In one 

study, Jewish participants were placed in conditions in which the Holocaust was 

either framed as a German-Jewish event or as a human-human event (Wohl & 

Branscombe, 2005). The study found that participants in the human-human condition 

were more willing to forgive Germans, less willing to assign collective guilt and 

more likely to see genocide as pervasive throughout human society and history. On 

the other hand, participants in the German-Jewish condition were more likely to see 

the victimhood as unique and were less willing to forgive.

But if we see any construction of victimhood as rhetorical, this is exactly what we 

would expect. We would expect that by changing the rhetorical context of the 

victimhood discussion, one’s arguments about victimhood will change. As Edwards 

notes, “Categories are for talking” (Edwards, 1991). Categories of victimhood,
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whether exclusive or inclusive, can be adjusted as the speaker argues their point. 

Sometimes it will be more strategic to argue for inclusivity and at other times, for 

exclusivity. I do not want to deny any form of consistency in some people’s talk 

about victimhood - variability and consistency are features of discourse (Tulloch, 

2003) - but to some extent, victimhood talk should be variable just as any other type 

of talk.

1.4.3 Personal Centrality of Victimhood

One other feature of Vollhardt’s conceptualisation of victimhood beliefs is the 

concept of “personal centrality of victimhood”. She suggests that various events in a 

person’s life will make collective victimhood more important and that personal 

experiences of victimhood will make exclusive victim beliefs more likely (although 

not necessary) (Vollhardt, 2009b, p. 25). Furthermore, group identity strength is 

likely to make a person feel more victimised in line with their group’s own feelings 

of victimisation. In discussing group-based anger among disadvantaged groups 

Pennekamp et al. (2007) found that personal relevance of past suffering was a 

predictor of anger and outgroup-blame. Clearly there is some degree of personal 

variability in the extent to which people experience collective victimhood.

Again, this is to be expected in a rhetorical approach. For some people, arguments 

about ingroup victimhood will be important and thus they will have stronger 

opinions and arguments about ingroup victimhood. Vollhardt (2009b) has shown that 

exposure to narratives of group victimhood are correlated with personal centrality of 

victimhood suggesting that one key way victimhood becomes personally relevant is 

through exposure to arguments and discourse about ingroup victimhood. Those 

exposed to inclusive narratives were more likely to show inclusive victim beliefs and 

those exposed to exclusive narratives were more likely to show exclusive beliefs (p. 

122). There is thus a strong link between discourse and victimhood in which victim 

beliefs are shaped by argumentation and, I will argue, are fundamentally about 

argumentation. So, for example, in the study by Pennekamp et al. (2007), stating that 

past suffering is personally relevant allows the participant to attribute more outgroup 

blame and express more anger against the outgroup. Claiming personally relevant 

victimhood allows more extreme arguments against the outgroup and in this way 

personal relevance of suffering is rhetorically functional.
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1.4.4 Category membership

At this point, having surveyed exclusive and inclusive victim beliefs as constructions 

of collective identity, I want to make some comments about how group membership 

can be understood discursively. This will help us reconceptualise different victim 

beliefs in terms of discourse and rhetoric.

In 1963-5, Harvey Sacks, the American ethnomethodologist gave a series of lectures 

which were hugely influential in the founding of conversation analysis as a 

methodology. Published posthumously, the lectures have been a springboard for 

fresh approaches to discourse (Sacks, Jefferson, & Schegloff, 1992). One of his ideas 

was that of the “membership categorisation device” in which people would use a 

category in talk that would be full of inferences thus enabling them to perform some 

act of evaluation or association by simply using a category (Sacks, 1989). Thus the 

analyst (a sociologist or psychologist) should not be simply assigning a priori 

categories to speakers, but should attend to the categories used by speakers to see 

what they are seeking to accomplish by using one category and not another.

This has relevance for us insofar as inclusive and exclusive victimhood are ways of 

categorising oneself. I have already pointed out the links between self-categorisation 

theory (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987) and collective 

victimhood. Self-categorisation theory (SCT) posits a continuum of identities 

ranging from the human level to the individual level and to some extent, inclusive 

victim beliefs lie closer to the human end and exclusive beliefs lie on the group level. 

But while SCT sees these beliefs at a cognitive level, a more discursive approach in 

the vein of Sacks would argue that taking a category is a functional and rhetorical 

activity (Edwards, 1998). To say “Our group is the sole victim” or “Our group is a 

victim along with other groups” is to construct categories which are rhetorically 

useful. In fact, this is something which is stressed by Reicher & Hopkins (2001) who 

warn self-categorisation and social identity theorists of the danger of reifying 

categories and failing to see that categories are constructed by agents who use them 

for motivating action. To approach them then as mere cognition is to ignore how the 

categories are used and how they relate to the context in which they occur (Edwards, 

1991). Using categories can be a means of collective influence (Herrera, 2003) which 

means for example, that identifying as the exclusive victim may give you the right to
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condemn the other side as the perpetrator. Perhaps you might argue that one group of 

victims are “deserving victims” (Knox, 2001) whereas your group is undeserving so 

that you can elevate your group’s status and appeal for better treatment. Or you 

might identify with the other side in order to argue against some higher authority 

who is oppressing both sides (Subasic, Reynolds, & Turner, 2008; Subasic, Schmitt, 

& Reynolds, 2011). Or, even more interestingly, you might identify with some other 

group (e.g. Northern-lrish Catholics with Palestinians) in order to gain moral 

justification by pointing out the similarities between the groups. This latter 

categorisation is particularly interesting and while it is not explicitly picked up on in 

Vollhardf s earlier work, there is work in progress examining this (Cohrs et ah, n.d.; 

Vollhardt, Bilali, & Nair, 2012).

So what does a rhetorical perspective add if we conceive of collective victimhood as 

a categorization strategy? Two things: it allows us to examine what the speaker is 

doing by using a particular category and it allows us to make sense of category 

choices within the argumentative context. Both context and action are interlinked 

aspects that a rhetorical approach allows that are minimised in a more cognitive 

approach.

1.4.5 Collective memory

Before we leave the discussion of Vollhardf s work on victimhood 1 want to consider 

one more point in her work: victim beliefs are embedded in and transmitted through 

collective narratives (Vollhardt, 2009a, 2009b, p. 24). These narratives shape 

whether a person will have a more inclusive or exclusive sense of victimhood 

depending on whether the narrative is more or less inclusive of the other. These 

victim beliefs can be passed down in family narratives (Srour & Srour, 2006) or in 

communal narratives in the form of books, songs and memorials (Conway, 2003). 

They can be selective and often construct the past in ways that portray the ingroup in 

a favourable light (Witt, 2010).

This idea of “collective narrative” is also referred to as “collective memory” - the 

group’s history as shared by the community in a range of ways (Paez & Liu, 2011). 

One example of this is the collective memory of Bloody Sunday in Northern Ireland. 

After the event, both Protestant and Catholic communities formed separate versions 

of what happened and these collective and disparate memories of the events spread
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throughout the separate communities (Conway, 2003). However, Conway (2003) 

argues that more recently the event has been framed in more positive ways which 

emphasise healing and reconciliation. Thus remembering, he says, is active and 

changes depending on the context.

Generally though, collective memory of past violence has been linked to poor 

intergroup relations. Bar-Tal (2003) explains that after the experience of violence, 

groups often form societal beliefs about the violence, make ceremonies to 

commemorate the dead and erect monuments to the dead. These are all part of a 

collective memory of the conflict. Societal beliefs are the shared cognitions of the 

group that contributes to their social identity, views and actions (Bar-Tal, 2000). 

Broadly, they can be divided into four categories: beliefs about the conflict’s origins, 

continuation and events; beliefs about delegitimising the outgroup; beliefs about the 

ingroup’s victimisation; and beliefs about the need for patriotism. Memorials work to 

“materialise” collective memory and “immortalise” victims while ceremonies 

communicate the meanings attached to the past by glorifying past battles and the 

heroism of the dead. Each of these aspects of collective memory, according to Bar- 

Tal (2003), contributes to intractable conflict.

Similarly, Paez & Liu (2011) argue that collective memory of the past imports a 

range of problems into the present such as ingroup favouritism, the need to retaliate, 

general hatred, and a sense that the present conflict follows a historical pattern which 

serves as a template for how to respond. Again, Wohl & Branscombe (2008) found 

that reminding Jews of their past suffering resulted in less collective guilt for Israeli 

actions against Palestinians. Americans also showed less collective guilt for actions 

in Iraq when reminded of 9/11 or Pearl Harbour. Clearly collective memory can have 

damaging effects on intergroup relations. However, Paez & Liu's (2011) evaluation 

is not entirely negative and like Vollhardt, they believe that collective memories need 

not be exclusively focussed on ingroup suffering and need not be associated with 

poor intergroup relations. They point out the role of Truth Commissions which can 

help to create shared collective memories which are not exclusively about one side 

and suggest that insight from South Africa (Gibson, 2004) may give us hope for 

creating shared memories and positive intergroup relations.
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Other research has drawn attention to the constructed nature of collective memory 

and this is what 1 want to focus on (Kansteiner, 2002; Tileaga, 2009). Discursive 

psychology in general has taken a different approach to memory than traditional 

cognitive approaches. Traditional approaches to memory focus on issues such as 

acquiring, retaining and retrieving memories while traditional collective memory 

research focusses on issues such as the cognitive representation of collective memory 

(Wohl & Branscombe, 2008), the sustenance of collective memory (Bar-Tal, 2003), 

intergenerational transmission (Chaitin & Steinberg, 2008), emotional correlates 

(Halperin, Bar-Tal, Nets-Zehngut, & Drori, 2008) and health consequences of 

holding collective memories of victimhood (Wohl & Van Bavel, 2011). Discursive 

approaches are more interested in the rhetorical use of memory: what is 

accomplished by “recalling” memories and “remembering” the past? Edwards, 

Potter, & Middleton (1992) lay out a “discursive action model” of remembering 

which they identify as having several elements: (1) Remembering should be 

explained in terms of action and not cognition; (2) Remembering can be 

operationalised in different ways such as a report, a description or a version; (3) 

Remembering occurs within activity sequences (i.e. they are situated in a rhetorical 

context); (4) There are stake concerns for the speaker; (5) Remembering must be 

presented as factual; (6) Remembering is implicitly rhetorical and is designed to 

counter an alternative version; (7) And finally, remembering deals with agency and 

accountability (who performed certain acts and who is responsible for certain 

events).

This is a very helpful framework and it will help us think about what a rhetorical 

approach to collective victimhood looks like and what relevance it has for 

understanding victimhood. I will spell out some of these implications by developing 

the points made by Edwards et al. (1992) with regards to their relation to victimhood: 

(1) When groups identify as victims, they do so, not because they are cognitively 

compelled to do so. but because it serves some purpose and helps to perform some 

action. An individual might be presented with a situation where they must justify 

their group’s actions against another group. The action they can perform is one of 

justification if they point to the historical suffering of their own group and the fact 

that they were engaging in morally justified retaliation (Bobowik et ah, 2012). (2) 

Collective memory can be produced in a variety of ways: through newspaper reports,
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video documentaries and historical books. It can be produced in other, non-textual 

ways such as parades and memorials but these are beyond the focus of our interest. 

(3) Collective memories of the past occur at rhetorically significant times. When 

Protestants victims in Northern Ireland knew that a Republican parade would take 

place in August 2013, this was the occasion to engage in remembrance of past 

victimhood as they sought to prevent the parade from taking place and to show that it 

was morally wrong. Thus the remembrance of past suffering was within a particular 

sequence of events. This sequential nature of remembering can also take place in the 

micro-level of conversations. (4) The speaker who is recounting the historical events 

must avoid a stake dilemma. They must seek to show that they are not motivated by 

self-interest in talking about the past. One way this can be done is by talking about 

the need to “honour the memory” of the dead. By doing so the speaker resolves the 

dilemma of being accused of speaking from self-interest. (5) Remembering must be 

presented factually by strategies such as reference to specific dates, vivid recall of 

what happened, and reference to personal witness of past events. (6) When people 

recall collective memories they are engaged in countering other potential versions. 

This is particularly evident in intergroup conflict situations where each side explicitly 

frames their past history as a counter-narrative to what the other side say happened. 

(7) Finally, agency and accountability have to be dealt with by attributing positive 

events to the agency of ingroup members and responsibility for negative events to 

outgroup members. This then is a sketch of what a rhetorical approach to collective 

memory would look like. It helps us see that in post-conflict societies, remembering 

is functional and rhetorical.

Similar points about the rhetorical function of history and collective memory have 

been made by Tileaga (2008, 2009). He argues that collective memory should be 

seen as “situated, occasioned, rhetorical and action oriented” Tileaga (2009, p. 340). 

Tileaga’s work is particularly interested in the history of Romania and how its 

revolution and communist past are talked about by politicians as they create a 

dominant account for collective memory. He thus provides a good example of how a 

rhetorical approach to collective memory can illuminate how past events are used in 

the present to delegitimise criticisms of the past revolution and to hold it up as a 

model of the values that the nation should seek (Tileaga, 2008).
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If then, we are to see narratives as a formative force in the construction of inclusive 

or exclusive victimhood. 1 argue that they ought to be seen as rhetorical. They are 

inextricably linked to whether one sees the events of the past as part of a wider 

struggle or as a narrow struggle between two opposing groups. Furthermore, these 

collective memories are always arguing against some other position and are action- 

oriented. Thus even “inclusive victim beliefs” are to be understood as arguing 

against some other position. Perhaps there may be even be variability between 

inclusive and exclusive constructions of the past as people seek to present themselves 

in the best light.

1.4.6 Talking about identity

Seeing victimhood as rhetorical is a way of thinking about it which opens up new 

avenues of research. We have to ask ourselves, “If victimhood is rhetorical, how can 

we study it as such?” We have to consider how victims construct themselves as 

victims, how they argue about who is and who is not a victim and how they argue 

about what should be done for victims. So instead of asking, “What is the 

relationship between collective victimhood and desire for forgiveness?” we can ask, 

“How is collective victimhood constructed through language and what is it used 

for?”

I want to sketch out two aspects of discourse that will be central for the empirical 

studies to follow: metaphor and self-sufficient arguments. Both of these features will 

help us to conceptualise collective victimhood in a discursive and rhetorical way.

Metaphors are a common part of everyday speech and often they are regarded simply 

as creative expressions which enhance vivid descriptions. But Lakoff & Johnson 

(1980) argue otherwise. They suggest that metaphors are cognitive moulds which 

shape how we think about the world. Often these metaphors become so ingrained 

that it is hard to think about “arguments” without using the language of “war”, 

“time” without thinking about a quantity or “love” without thinking about a 

“journey”. These metaphors become linked in systematic ways to form what they 

refer to as “conceptual metaphors” where multiple individual metaphors combine to 

form a systematic way of describing something. One example is that of love in which 

metaphors about journeys are frequently used: “We are at a crossroads”, “The 

relationship is not going anywhere” or “The relationship is on the rocks.” (Lakoff,
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1993). Lakoff (1993) argues that because these metaphorical ways of talking are so 

common, they shape the way we think about the world. Of course, whatever the 

cognitive ramifications of metaphor use are, the present research approaches 

metaphors primarily as a rhetorical device and I will avoid speculating about 

cognition. Metaphors are primarily ways of constructing the social world. Some of 

what Lakoff (1993) argues is true whether or not a cognitive approach is accepted: 

metaphors shape the way we talk about things.

Potter (1996) says that we can consider language-use in two ways: either language is 

like a mirror which reflects the world or it is like a construction-yard in which social 

objects are “built” by using particular words and phrases to refer to them. Metaphor 

use is one of the ways in which people can “build” or “socially construct” (Gergen, 

2003; Potter & Hepburn, 2008) the world around them (Hart, 2008). Furthermore, 

the use of metaphors is often strategic and pragmatic (Charteris-Black, 2004; Hart, 

2008). People choose to use certain metaphors to represent the world in a certain 

way. To talk about “tension” which is “simmering” between two people is to 

deliberately choose metaphors which aim to convey the idea that a crisis event will 

occur unless something prevents it. Metaphors being used like this are functional and 

seek to accomplish the construction of a particular way of seeing the world.

One example of how this can be applied is a study by Meadows (2005) who explores 

how George Bush used metaphors from the domain of “heroes and villains” to 

construct the relationship between America and Iraq. He cites Taylor (1995) who 

says that “linguistics is intimately concerned with categorization” (p. 1) and 

furnishes the example of the categorisation of the colour spectrum into separate 

colours. Such categories need not exist but are constructed to form discrete 

categories which can be used for talking. He also refers to research by Leudar, 

Marsland, & Nekvapil (2004) who utilise Sacks’ idea of “membership 

categorisation” to explore how the discourse of Tony Blair, George Bush and Osama 

Bin Laden all use “us and them” distinctions in various ways to construct groups and 

their boundaries. This is then linked to the use of metaphors as a way of constructing 

these “us-them” categories. Meadows (2005) then details how Bush is 

metaphorically represented as a “hero” and how Saddam Hussein is metaphorically 

represented as a “villain”. Also, the Iraqi people are metaphorically portrayed as
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being “American” to show that they value “freedom” and “bravery” and “sacrifice”. 

Other Iraqis who opposed the intervention are categorised as “terrorists” and this 

evokes links back to the events of September 11 in order to denigrate them and to 

cast them as the “other”.

This analysis sheds some light on the relationship between metaphors and the use of 

categories which is relevant for the following empirical chapters. Membership 

categorisation is performed linguistically and one of the ways it is done is through 

the use of metaphors. I have already shown the links between the concept of 

victimhood as a collective identity and as a membership category. Now I want to go 

further and say that one of the key ways in which this membership categorisation 

occurs is through the use of metaphor. People do not normally say, “I am an 

inclusive victim” or “I am an exclusive victim”. Rather, they often use metaphors to 

construct the categories which they want to use. Sometimes those categories may 

map on to ideas of “inclusive victimhood” or “exclusive victimhood” and they may 

say things like, “All victims are burdened”. In using the metaphor of a “burden” to 

denote victimhood, this can include victims from both sides and they may intend it to 

be understood in this way. They may also say, "Our victimhood is unparalleled” and 

in doing so, construct a category very much like “exclusive victimhood”. But more 

often the categorisations are more varied and accomplish a wide range of tasks. And 

sometimes it is strategic to construct an inclusive category (e.g. to get benefits that 

another party is getting) while at other times it is better to have an exclusive category 

(e.g. to avoid sharing benefits with another party). The use of metaphors will be a 

key way of exploring how people talk about victimhood and what they are doing 

when they use various metaphors to categorise and describe victims. In Chapter 3 1 

will come to the subject of the metaphorical construction of victims and 1 will 

examine a range of metaphors and how they function. Understanding how they 

function discursively will broaden our understanding of how victimhood functions 

more broadly within a post-conflict society.

There is another feature of discourse that is important to mention as we consider how 

social categories are constructed: self-sufficient arguments. These are arguments 

which are agreed on between two parties as they dispute about some issue. They are 

similar to the idea of the “premise” that we discussed above. But before we get to
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discussing the specifics of self-sufficient arguments in category-construction, I want 

to consider argumentation more generally and how it has a role in category- 

construction. If one wants to construct a category, one often has to advance 

justification for that category. In other words, categories are rhetorical: they work to 

counter another position and to legitimate a certain construction. This is one of the 

core ideas behind rhetorical psychology - the idea that every position has a counter

position which is always implicit when a position is taken (Billig, 1987). And as 

Condor, Tileaga, & Billig (2013) point out, “categories typically constitute objects of 

deliberation and topics of argument” (p. 269).

Extensive research into how identities and social categories are used rhetorically has 

been carried out by Hopkins and Kahani-Hopkins which will be worth mentioning at 

this point (Hopkins & Kahani-Hopkins, 2004a, 2004b, 2009; Kahani-Hopkins & 

Hopkins, 2002). Hopkins and Kahani-Hopkins are interested in how British Muslims 

construct their identity. As with collective victimhood, some researchers are 

interested in the antecedents of a collective social category. These are typically 

conceptualised as variables relating to the degree of similarity or difference one sees 

in others or the common fate which one believes is shared with others. But Hopkins 

& Kahani-Hopkins (2004a) argue that we ought to conceptualise the antecedents as 

being accomplished discursively. As they analysed the talk of British Muslims they 

showed that people had to argue for similarity or difference in order to construct a 

common ingroup - the antecedents were thus argumentatively constructed. Some 

people argued for a common ingroup with the rest of British society and some argued 

for a disjunction between the West and Islam, but for both positions, the antecedents 

were rhetorical.

This has relevance to our consideration of collective victimhood because exclusivity 

and inclusivity should also be seen as having rhetorical antecedents. People have to 

argue about whether a group should be considered as having equal victimhood as the 

ingroup. Having established that this is a fundamentally rhetorical activity, we have 

to ask, “How is this argumentation carried out?”

Perhaps a good way of answering this question is to consider the structure of 

argumentation. As mentioned above, arguments can be structured as having a major 

premise, minor premise and conclusion. Whereas above I mentioned how the
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analysis of argumentation is important for understanding how people argue about 

what should be done because of collective victimhood (e.g. defence or attack), I 

argue that analysis of argumentation is important for understanding social category 

construction also. While Toulmin (2003) has a more. elaborate system of 

classification, this basic outline is all that is required for our purposes.

When people argue about social categories (or anything else), they always either 

implicitly or explicitly state each of these three components (Aristotle, 2010; 

Feldman & Skoldberg, 2002). If we can call this incomplete syllogism an 

enthymeme (Feldman et ah, 2004, p. 152) then we can say that arguments about 

social categories are built around enthymemes. Fruitful analysis might be carried out 

on any of the parts of the argument. One could, for example, examine the 

conclusions to see the kinds of social categories people want to construct (in our 

case, the various categories of victimhood). Or one could examine the minor 

premises to see what people say is the case and consider it as an expression of the 

person’s attitudes - however variable they may be (Billig, 1989b; Potter, 1998). 

Perhaps one of the most interesting features though, is the major premise. Speakers 

must ensure that their major premise is one that their audience agrees with - 

otherwise the argument will fail to persuade from the outset. This feature of 

commonality between the speaker and the audience has led some to refer to the 

major premise as a “self-sufficient argument” since it does not need further support 

as it is self-evident to the audience. While others (Grue, 2009; Reisigl & Wodak, 

2009; Zagar, 2010) use the term “topoi” drawn from Aristotle (2010), this term has 

tended to be used mostly in Critical Discourse Analytic approaches. Because this 

research deals mainly with psychological research I will adopt the term commonly 

used in discursive psychology - self-sufficient argument (Augoustinos, LeCouteur, 

& Soyland, 2002; Summers, 2007; Wetherell & Potter, 1992). Yet for convenience 

sake I will often use the term “premise” to avoid being overly cumbersome.

Analysis of self-sufficient arguments then is interesting because it sheds light onto 

the commonly accepted beliefs in society. Wetherell & Potter (1992) give a list of 

arguments which they suggest are prevalent in liberal societies and which are 

operative in talk about racism. People can appeal to these beliefs to justify or 

condemn racism - or in our case, to justify a particular category or identity
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construction. So, for example, people could argue that everyone should be treated 

equally. In talk about racism this allows the speaker to build an argument about equal 

treatment of different ethnic groups. In talk about victims, one could build an 

argument to argue that both sides of a conflict should be regarded as “victims” 

because they both suffered. In this way, self-sufficient arguments can be used to 

build arguments to justify a certain social category construction (Tekin, 2008).

Curiously though, self-sufficient arguments are often used by both sides of a debate. 

Billig refers to this as an “ideological dilemma” (Billig et ak, 1988) in which an 

ideology contains apparently contradictory viewpoints which can be used in various 

situations as the need requires. This can be used to critique the idea that ideologies 

are constraints placed upon people’s thinking. Instead they are composed of a 

diversity of ideas which allow people to argue about dilemmas using contradictory 

maxims (Condor et ak, 2013, p. 273). Similarly, this can be applied in post-conflict 

situations such as Northern Ireland to show the common arguments that are often 

used between opposing sides when arguing about who is a victim (Maoz & Ellis, 

2001). It also shows how people can accommodate different positions within the one 

point of view and this allows them to continually shift as they position themselves to 

counter their opponent.

Both metaphor and self-sufficient arguments are discursive “tools” (Reisigl & 

Wodak, 2009) that are used in the construction of the category of “victim”. 

Metaphors construct victims by offering a linguistic “picture” of what a victim looks 

like whereas self-sufficient arguments grapple with how to justify a certain 

construction of a victim in contrast to another construction. This conceptualisation of 

victimhood, unlike those mentioned above, sees victimhood as being rhetorically 

constructed so instead of looking for antecedent variables that predict some form of 

victimhood, I want to consider a broad range of “victimhoods” that can be 

constructed and how they are constructed through the use of the aforementioned 

devices. This will help us understand the role that victimhood plays in a post-conflict 

society. To do this, in Chapter 3 I will explore how victims are constructed through 

the use of metaphors in newspapers. Then in Chapter 5 I will explore political 

manifestos to see how they justify certain constructions of victimhood using self-
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sufficient arguments. This will give a firm understanding of how the category of 

“victim'’ is constructed.

1.5 Victimhood as functional

In this next section I want to move beyond thinking about antecedents of victimhood 

to thinking about what victimhood is for. Why would anyone want to be part of a 

victimised group? What advantage does it serve? As in the previous section where I 

moved from considering collective victimhood as a cognitive category construction 

to reconceptualising it as a rhetorical construction, I want also here to begin by 

outlining the functions of victimhood in terms of current research and then to 

reconceptualise that in terms of rhetoric and develop some research questions that we 

can ask.

1.5.1 Competitive victimhood

One important concept in the study of victimhood in psychology is that of 

“competitive victimhood” (Noor, Brown, Gonzalez, et ah, 2008; Noor, Brown, & 

Prentice, 2008; Noor, Shnabel, Halabi, & Nadler, 2012). The idea is that victimhood 

is a symbolically useful resource which groups compete over as they claim that they 

are the only legitimate victim of the conflict or that they have suffered most in the 

conflict. It does not matter that some groups may be quite easily identifiable as 

perpetrators - even they can identify as victims (Noor, Brown, Gonzalez, et ah, 2008, 

p. 822). Noor, Brown, Gonzalez, et ah (2008) suggest that this sense of being the true 

victim may arise out of the need to have the group’s suffering acknowledged and that 

this mindset hinders forgiveness and reconciliation. Studies have confirmed this 

negative link to prosocial outcomes in a variety of contexts: in Chile (Noor, Brown, 

Gonzalez, et ah, 2008), Northern Ireland (Noor, Brown, & Prentice, 2008), Kosovo 

(Andrighetto, Mari, Volpato, & Behluli, 2012) and Israel/Palestine (Shnabel, Halabi, 

& Noor, 2013). More broadly, one writer refers to an “Olympics of suffering” in 

which people draw a sense of pride from belonging to a nation which has suffered 

immensely (Buruma, 1999). This is strategic because it positions one’s group as 

innocent and just whereas the other group is the guilty perpetrator. So this would 

maintain a positive group identity while justifying their hatred of the other.
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But before we get into more detailed discussion of how competitive victimhood 

functions, I will review the discussion of mechanisms which underlie it according to 

Noor et al. (2012). Noor et al. (2012) divide their discussion of mechanisms into two 

categories: individual and collective mechanisms. The former are cognitive processes 

that lead to competitive victimhood while the latter are said to reside in a variety of 

forms such as media, religion, ideology and arts. In terms of cognitive processes, the 

following are suggested: moral typecasting (categorising groups into mutually 

exclusive roles (Gray & Wegner, 2009)), social comparison (achieving positive 

ingroup esteem by downward comparison (Tajfel & Turner, 1986)), magnitude gaps 

in the accounts which each side tells of the same incidents in the conflict 

(Baumeister, 1999), and biased individual memory (Loftus, 2005; Wells & Loftus, 

2003). These different processes all contribute to a sense that one’s group has 

suffered more than the outgroup.

There are also two collective mechanisms which lead to competitive victimhood. 

These are biased collective memory and biased collective accounts of past conflicts. 

It is not entirely clear how distinct these two mechanisms are because collective 

memory is embedded in public accounts of the past even though it may reside in 

personal thoughts. We have previously covered collective memory in the discussion 

above so only a few comments will be made here. Certain events of the past become 

transmitted throughout the group and may become “chosen traumas” (Volkan, 2001) 

since they have importance for defining the group and its history. These memories 

inhibit empathy for the other group and define the conflict in terms of a battle 

between the good ingroup and the evil outgroup. The transmission of accounts of 

these key events is subject to bias in the media which promotes stories about war 

rather than peace (Lynch & McGoldrick, 2005) and has a tendency to only promote 

the perspective of the ingroup. Thus collective memory tends to lead towards 

competitive victimhood.

While Noor et al. (2012) do not ignore discourse (they see it as important in 

collective memory and in the enactment of competitive victimhood), they tend to 

give it a secondary rather than a primary place. They consider cognitive processes 

that offer antecedents to collective victimhood largely without recourse to the 

discursive construction of them. But this does not adequately address the role of



33

discourse in some of the concepts they refer to. So for example, while moral 

typecasting may have cognitive aspects, it is carried out as a discursive activity. 

Social comparisons are also discursive activities in which group members talk about 

their group compared to another group. And while memory may be biased, there is 

no neutral telling of the past to which to compare it and each side must engage in 

producing their own narrative of the past. This is not to relativise all positions but 

rather to say that they all construct their own narrative in some way. The collective 

mechanisms are the most explicitly discursive aspects but even here they are brought 

in simply as “mechanisms” leading to competitive victimhood rather than as 

constituent elements worthy to be considered in their own right. In other words, 1 

suggest that all of these mechanisms are the means of enactment of competitive 

victimhood rather than simply antecedents and that they should be understood 

discursively. More specifically, I argue that they should be understood rhetorically. 

As rhetorical, these mechanisms are always working to defend the ingroup’s position 

and to counter (or compete with) the outgroup’s position. Thus the competition can 

be framed as rhetorical competition. I spell this idea out more in the next section.

1.5.2 Functions of competitive victimhood

Noor et al. (2012) give several psychological functions of competitive victimhood. If 

such victimhood is motivated by the desire to achieve something it is important to 

outline what that something is. The suggestions given are: increase in ingroup 

cohesiveness, justification of ingroup violence, denial of responsibility, avoidance of 

negative group emotions, requests for compensation and recruitment of moral and 

material support from third parties. I will outline each of these in turn and suggest 

how each one could be fruitfully understood rhetorically.

Firstly, increasing ingroup cohesiveness is said to be a function of competitive 

victimhood because it clearly defines and unites a suffering ingroup while identifying 

a perpetrating outgroup (Ignatieff, 1993; Noor, Brown, & Prentice, 2008). Leaders 

can use narratives about past suffering to bind group members together as common 

victims and this can extend to the unification of generations through the experience 

of vicarious victimhood (Lickel, Miller, Stenstrom, Denson, & Schmader, 2006). As 

older generations tell the narratives of the past conflict to the younger generation, 

they also begin to share vicariously in the suffering of the past and this unites people
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collectively as a victimised group. Yet this function of competitive victimhood, I 

argue, must be understood in a rhetorical way. The process by which the sense of 

victimhood is perpetuated is discursive and occurs in the discourse of leaders and 

older generations. These narratives must be framed in rhetorical ways because they 

are competitive and seek to argue against the other side’s narrative while justifying 

the ingroup narrative. The cohesiveness that then emerges can be understood as 

sharing the same general arguments about ingroup suffering and outgroup 

perpetration as the rest of the group.

Secondly, competitive victimhood functions to justify violence against the outgroup. 

To do this, the group can exaggerate ingroup vulnerability (Eidelson & Eidelson, 

2003) and stir up emotions such as humiliation (Goldman, 2008; Jones, 2006; 

Lindner, 2001) and fear (Halperin et al., 2008) which have action-tendencies (Frijda, 

1987; Mackie, Devos, & Smith, 2000) towards violence. This may increase a group's 

likelihood to accept and justify violence. Yet this language of “justification” is very 

rhetorical. If fear, humiliation and a sense of vulnerability are used to “justify” 

violence, my question is, “How are they used to justify such violence?” I think any 

answer to that question must acknowledge the primary role of rhetoric. Justification 

is a form of premise-building in an argument so that fear, humiliation and 

vulnerability are all elements of major premises which are used to justify a 

conclusion of violent action. Analysis of premises of argumentation is thus essential 

if we are to understand the function of competitive victimhood.

Thirdly, denial of responsibility and the avoidance of negative group emotions are 

listed together as ways in which competitive victimhood functions (Noor et al., 2012, 

p. 9). These are linked because the idea of “collective guilt” (Klein, Licata, & 

Pierucci, 2011; Wohl & Branscombe, 2008) is often minimised among groups in 

order to deny responsibility for past actions (Cehajic, Brown, & Gonzalez, 2009). 

But the acceptance or denial of responsibility is rhetorical and if victimhood 

functions to deny responsibility for past actions then it will do so in a rhetorical way. 

A victimised group might argue that because they are victims they are therefore not 

responsible for their crimes (it was only self-defence perhaps). By italicising the 

word “therefore” 1 am trying to show that there is a defined rhetorical structure to the 

use of victimhood in arguing for the negation of responsibility. One can thus
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fruitfully ask, “What kinds of arguments or conclusions does victimhood allow 

people to make?”

Fourthly, requests for compensation and recruitment of moral and material support 

can are ways in which victimhood can be used to compete with another group 

(Manzi & Gonzalez, 2007). This is particularly pronounced in post-conflict societies 

in which compensation may be available for past suffering. Groups will compete 

with each other over their suffering in order to generate a greater sense of entitlement 

for compensation and support. While the conflict might have ceased in terms of 

physical violence, the conflict still rages in terms of gaining resources that are on 

offer. The groups will want to present themselves as having suffered the most and 

thus as being innocent and worthy of sympathy and support (Simon & Klandermans, 

2001). Likewise, the best way to understand this is to see that victimhood is being 

used as a premise for arguing for a conclusion which involves material benefits. To 

empirically analyse how victimhood functions, one should observe how victims and 

victim-groups use victimhood as a premise and what they argue for. They may argue 

for a range of things and these are all to be understood as functions of competitive 

victimhood.

Having surveyed these psychological functions we have seen that the best way to 

understand them is in a rhetorical way. Indeed, the very idea of “competitive” 

victimhood implies that some struggle is occurring. That the site of the struggle 

would be public rhetoric is something that should be taken seriously. Competition 

over victimhood occurs when groups start to argue over who is the legitimate victim 

and what the entaihnents are for the true victim. Consequently, in the empirical 

chapters of this thesis I will continually come back to the question of what victims 

(and those who speak for them) are doing when talking about victimhood. How are 

they invoking it and what are they seeking? In Chapter 3 for example, not only will I 

look at the kinds of victimhood constructed through metaphor, but what people are 

doing with those metaphors rhetorically. A victim might be constructed using 

metaphors of physical suffering - and this in order to invoke the need for someone to 

care for the sufferers. In Chapter 5 I will consider how claims of victimhood are 

justified and the implications this has for the functions of victimhood. Chapter 7, 

where 1 talked to victims, will show how they used their constructions of victimhood
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argumentatively for tasks such as dismissing the victimhood of others or showing 

their own morality. In all of the studies, the rhetorical and competitive function of 

victimhood will never be far from view and this will help us understand the full 

breadth of ways in which victimhood can be used competitively.

1.5.3 Victimhood as symbolic power

As we have seen from Noor et al. (2012), victimhood is a sought-after claim because 

it allows various arguments to be made which help the ingroup. For this reason, some 

research (Fernandez de Mata, 2008; Ludi, 2005; Stevenson, Condor, & Abell, 2007) 

has considered that victimhood can be considered as a form of symbolic power or 

symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1991). The idea springs out of critical theory in which 

Bourdieu (1991) argued that one can rule without necessarily owning means of 

production. One could have “symbolic” power instead through status and prestige. 

Transferring the idea to victimhood, while victims are apparently a downtrodden 

minority, they can gain symbolic power by claiming victimhood thus giving them 

entitlement to innocence, justice and attention. Stevenson et al. (2007) argue that the 

concepts of majority and minority are used rhetorically among some groups in 

Northern Ireland. Are Unionists in the majority or are Nationalists? It seems that 

both groups want to claim minority status in order to enhance their ability to claim 

entitlements. Being able to claim victimhood thus becomes a symbolic way of 

gaining power for the group.

Yet even this approach to the “function” of competitive victimhood neglects an even 

more rhetorical conception of how it functions. As Aristotle explained, there are 

three modes of persuasion (Aristotle, 2010; Flalloran, 1982; Rapp, 2010): logos, 

pathos and ethos. It is the latter that is significant here: ethos. Ethos refers to the 

character of the speaker and Aristotle contends that if you are to effectively persuade 

others, then you should show that as a speaker you are a good person - because a 

good person is more likely to be believed than a bad person (Aristotle, 2010, p. 8). 

He goes so far as to say that “character [ethos] may almost be called the most 

effective means of persuasion” that the speaker possesses (p. 9). Combine this 

communication of a good moral character with the elicitation of emotion aroused by 

unjust suffering and you can see that victimhood is deeply persuasive. Listen again to 

Aristotle: “Most piteous of all is it when, in such times of trial, the victims are
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persons of noble character: whenever they are so, our pity is especially excited, 

because their innocence, as well as the setting of their misfortunes before our eyes, 

makes their misfortunes seem close to ourselves” (p. 100). When good people suffer, 

according to Aristotle, our pity is especially aroused and this makes them very 

persuasive to us.

If we are to understand victimhood in rhetorical terms, scarcely better terms could be 

found for describing its function. The primary goal is persuasion and the means for 

reaching that goal is ethos. Functionally, victims can work to communicate ethos by 

talking about their innocent suffering and how this shows their moral character. This 

works not only at an individual level but also at a group level (Halloran, 1982, p. 62). 

The persuasive ethos has both an intragroup and inter-group dynamic insofar as it not 

only persuades ingroup members of the moral character of the ingroup but it also 

seeks to persuade other groups to offer compensation or support to the suffering 

victims. But at every level, the goal is to persuade people of the ingroup’s 

arguments.

While the concept of symbolic power is significant, it lacks an explicitly rhetorical 

framework and this is found most suitably in the concept of “ethos”. Victims gain 

“power” by appealing to their suffering, their innocence and moral character. This 

power is specifically in the form of rhetorical advantage. We will pick up on this idea 

throughout the thesis but it can be especially seen in the talk of victims in Chapter 7 

where they make various appeals to the personal character of victims in order to 

show that they are worthy of sympathy and recognition as the true victims. 

“Competitive” victimhood is thus a rhetorical competition and one of the key means 

of competition is ethos - the moral qualities denoted by the very identity of being a 

victim.

Throughout the thesis the idea of victimhood being functional will be an important 

one. If we are to consider talk about victimhood to be rhetorical then it must also be 

seeking to accomplish certain tasks. At various points in the thesis I will seek to 

show what those tasks are and how they are accomplished. So even when I am 

considering how the identity of the victim is constructed through the use of metaphor 

(Chapter 3) or the use of arguments (Chapters 5 and 7), I will be trying to show that 

even here, identity is not constructed for neutral reasons but rather there are functions
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attached to the various constructions of victimhood. This helps us link together 

various strands of victimhood research so that whether we think about victimhood as 

an identity/level of categorisation (Vollhardt, 2009a) or as a function (Noor et ah, 

2012) or as a symbolic resource (Fernandez de Mata, 2008; Stevenson et ah, 2007), 

they all come together in a comprehensive framework when we consider victimhood 

as rhetoric.

1.6 Responding to victimhood

If we are to consider victimhood as rhetoric, we must not only consider the speaker, 

but also the respondent(s). Those who listen to victims inevitably respond in some 

way. If the respondent is a clinical psychologist they will seek to understand the 

clinical disorders facing victims in order to alleviate them. Perhaps the respondent is 

a sociologist who will seek to understand and remedy the structural problems in 

society that harm victims. Or perhaps we consider ourselves social psychologists and 

in responding to victims we seek to understand the needs of victims so we can make 

suggestions about how to meet them. But we will not be uncritical and may suggest 

that the victims need to reappraise their situation because we want them to contribute 

to peaceful relations in society. Whatever way we find ourselves we know that 

listening to victims will rarely leave us feeling that nothing should be done. My 

appeal in the following section then is not that nothing should be done, but that in 

doing something we should engage reflexively by considering the rhetorical 

dimension of our responses.

1.6.1 Victims with needs

One of the ways that psychologists have responded to victims is by theorising that 

they have unfulfilled or frustrated needs. The idea comes from the work of Maslow 

(1943) who argued that every human has basic needs which they are constantly 

seeking to fulfil. Some of these are physiological and some are psychological. These 

latter are “higher-order” needs which include safety, love, esteem, and at the very top 

of the pyramid of needs, self-actualisation. These, said Maslow, are the needs which 

drive humans to perform actions. The idea of basic psychological needs as the 

motivating influence in human behaviour has been picked up in other theories such 

as self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2000) and Burton’s 

human needs approach to conflict (Burton, 1990, 1998). It has also been influential
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in other theories such as the “belongingness hypothesis” (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) 

which emphasises the need for belonging and Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & 

Turner, 1986) which emphasises the need for esteem.

These theories do not deal with victimhood per se but they can be easily applied 

when one considers that conflict leads to frustration of some psychological needs 

(Burton, 1990). Why are victims so upset? Why do they sometimes call for revenge? 

Why do they sometimes group together? The human-needs theorist responds by 

pointing to frustrated needs. Victims have had their needs for safety, security, 

positive relations, esteem, and sense of control frustrated - to name only a few needs 

(Ten Boom & Kuijpers, 2012). The solution then is to identify and satisfy the needs 

of the victims so that they will be fulfilled. If needs can be met then the problem will 

be solved and conflict will not be likely to reoccur because the frustrated needs 

which fuel it have been met (Lambourne, 2004). While it seems counterintuitive to 

say that frustrated needs both fuel conflict and are the result of conflict, this makes 

sense when we consider that while taking part in violent activities a person's need for 

security and belonging may be fulfilled while the targets of the violent activity will 

have those same needs frustrated. This may then prompt those victims to engage in 

revenge attacks to meet their frustrated needs and so the conflict becomes a cycle of 

frustration and fulfilment of needs. Constructive fulfilment of the needs after conflict 

has the potential to break the cycle because the needs of others are not being 

frustrated simultaneously.

So how do we find out what the needs are that victims have? The answer is quite 

simple: we have to ask them (Ten Boom & Kuijpers, 2012, p. 158). This is telling: 

the researcher cannot merely hypothesise about underlying motives in an unguided 

Freudian pursuit but must respond to what the victim says. In responding to what the 

victim says, the researcher is drawn into the rhetorical context of victimhood; they 

have started to respond to victim demands and have been moved by victimhood 

rhetoric. This is precisely what victimhood rhetoric is supposed to do: it is supposed 

to provoke the listener to action.

When victims talk about their needs, what do they say they need? A variety of needs 

are suggested. Some of these are contradictory and variable while others are more 

consistent (Ten Boom & Kuijpers, 2012, p. 159). These needs can be broken down
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into emotional needs (such as closure, care and support), criminal proceedings 

(justice both procedural and in terms of outcomes), information about the crime, 

practical assistance, financial support and safety needs (Ten Boom & Kuijpers, 2012, 

pp. 160-1). But we also find that different types of victims need different things and 

have a different priority of needs.

But what separates these needs from mere requests or desires? Essentially they are 

requests so why are they referred to as needs? It is not within the remit of this 

research to argue for or against the existence of basic human needs so I do not want 

to argue against the possibility of basic needs. But 1 do want to suggest that the use 

of the term “needs” serves a rhetorical function for victims and their dialogue 

partners. On the one hand, victims generate a sense that they need to be responded to 

when they talk about needs. On the other hand, dialogue partners such as academics 

can use the language of needs to show that they are obligated to help and that their 

response will be effective in satisfying the need.

Can there be empirical evidence for this stance? 1 believe that there can. If victims 

were seen to talk about “needs” in some contexts and “desires” or “choices” in 

another context (with reference to the same “need”) then we could suggest that the 

choice of these terms was rhetorically motivated. If rhetoric had no role then we 

would expect consistent reference to needs. But theoretically and more importantly 

empirically, “needs” can be shown to be a rhetorical choice. This is an issue that I 

will pick up in Chapter 8 where we will explore victims’ talk about needs in some 

detail.

But let us return to further consideration of victimhood research and what else it says 

about needs because the idea has been picked up in some research dealing with 

intergroup conflict. One influential intergroup conflict scholar is Burton (1998) who 

argues that if conflict resolution is to be even possible, then it must grapple with the 

basic needs of people. Otherwise the notion of “resolving” conflict makes no sense. 

Of course, such resolution may require the change of social structures or norms - but 

this is only so that they will become compatible with human needs (Burton, 1990, 

1998). Similar ideas have been expressed by another important peace and conflict 

researcher - Ervin Staub. He suggests that there are two ways in which people seek 

to fulfil their needs: destructively and constructively (Staub, 2003). Needs can be
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fulfilled constructively when, during childhood for example, a child receives love, 

care and guidance from adults and peers. A child growing up in such an environment 

will have their needs satisfied and will be a more caring person (Staub, 1996). In a 

similar way, a society in which people feel a sense of belonging, safety and stability 

will fulfil the needs of its members. On the other hand, a society which has economic 

decline, rapid social change and threat of conflict will frustrate basic needs and lead 

to violence. When this occurs, people may start to seek fulfilment for their needs in 

destructive ways. Either they will focus so much on one set of needs that the other 

needs are forgotten about (with detrimental effects) or they may seek the fulfilment 

of needs in a way which blocks the fulfilment of the needs of others (Staub, 1999).

When basic needs are fulfilled in destructive ways, dire consequences are the result. 

People may turn to a political cause in order to find positive identity with their group, 

effectiveness at changing the future and a way of making sense of the world (Staub, 

1999, p. 182). These political or ideological causes may result in the scapegoating of 

an outgroup and subsequent violence. Staub’s research has been particularly focussed 

on cases of genocide where groups turn against another in horrific displays of mass 

violence. But we are not so much interested in how needs are met through violence 

as in what happens when the violence is over and the victims are left with unmet 

needs. At this stage, healing must occur which allows victims to find their needs met 

(Staub & Vollhardt, 2008, p. 273). The particular needs which can be met are 

security, self-efficacy, positive connections to others, self-determination and 

comprehension of reality (Staub & Vollhardt, 2008, p. 273). When these needs are 

met, victims of the conflict find that their personal and societal wellbeing improves.

The idea of needs as a driving force of conflict and their satisfaction as way of 

building peace is theoretically useful. The idea has been empirically tested by 

Shnabel & Nadler (2008) who suggested that after conflicts, perpetrators and victims 

will have different needs. Because perpetrators will have caused harm and will look 

bad in the eyes of the world, they will need to have their positive moral image 

restored. On the other hand, victims do not need their image restored (they are 

accepted as being innocent) but will need to have their sense of self-efficacy 

restored. Differential needs will require different approaches to their satisfaction. 

Shnabel & Nadler (2008) found that in manipulating the messages exchanged



42

between “perpetrators” and “victims” (in hypothetical scenarios), victims who gave a 

message of acceptance to perpetrators and perpetrators who gave a message of 

empowerment to victims were both more willing to reconcile with the other. In one 

scenario they asked people to imagine themselves as either a worker who had been 

demoted (victim condition) or a worker who had been promoted to another’s job 

while they were on leave (perpetrator condition). Participants were then either given 

a message where the person who was promoted/demoted offered personal praise 

(acceptance) or professional praise (empowerment). They found that participants in 

the victim condition who received empowerment and participants who were in the 

perpetrator condition who received acceptance had increased willingness to reconcile 

with the other. Further studies show that this effect occurs even when the agent who 

delivers the acceptance/empowerment message is a neutral third party but that 

mutual trust is more increased when it is the other conflict party that offers the 

message (Shnabel, Nadler, & Dovidio, 2014). They suggest that this is a good 

example of what reconciliation actually entails: an “exchange” of symbolic resources 

which fulfils the needs of the other. Thus intergroup reconciliation must remove 

emotional barriers that block successful resolution of the conflict (Nadler & Shnabel, 

2008).

The needs-based model of reconciliation (Nadler & Shnabel, 2008; Shnabel & 

Nadler, 2008) also ties in with competitive victimhood (Noor et al., 2012). Why do 

people engage in competitive victimhood? One reason is that it satisfies an emotional 

need. When the victimised group argue that they have suffered more than the other 

group, other groups respond by expressing empathy, support and recognition of their 

suffering. The victimised group can also appeal to the perpetrator to recognise their 

suffering and offer some form of compensation. Both of these cases grant the 

fulfilment of the need for power in the victimised group. The perpetrator group can 

also engage in competition over victimhood. As they argue that they have suffered 

more they draw attention to their suffering and mitigate their guilt. This fulfils their 

need for moral acceptance (Noor et al., 2012, p. 10).

Of course there is often ambiguity with regards to who is guilty and who is innocent; 

who is the perpetrator and who is the victim. Nonetheless, Noor et al. (2012) hold 

that there good reasons for speaking about some degree of asymmetry. Firstly, when
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specific incidents are discussed from the past there is often asymmetry which both 

groups recognise. This prompts both groups to engage in competitive victimhood - 

but to satisfy different needs. Secondly, there may be asymmetric power relations 

such that one group is structurally more powerful than another. Again, both groups 

may compete over victimhood and this so that different needs may be satisfied (Noor 

et al., 2012, p. 11).

The first point above regarding specific incidents raises a very interesting point: 

whether someone identifies as a perpetrator or as a victim and whether the needs are 

those of a perpetrator of a victim is context-dependent. So if a Protestant group 

member from Northern Ireland discusses the McGurk’s Bar bombing in Belfast, 

1971, they will feel the needs of a perpetrator and may argue competitively over 

victimhood to fulfil the need of positive moral image (the incident was carried out by 

the Protestant UVF). Similarly, a Catholic group member, when talking about the 

Bloody Friday bombings in 1972 which were carried out by the IRA, may feel the 

need to argue competitively over victimhood in order to satisfy the same need. On 

the other hand, there are incidents in which both groups were the clear victims 

(Catholics in McGurk’s Bar and Protestants on Bloody Friday) and they will be 

motivated to argue competitively because of the need for empowerment - perhaps to 

force an acknowledgement of guilt.

What must be remembered is that the normal way for these events to be made salient 

is through conversation and argument: they are made discursively salient. Thus the 

satisfaction of a particular need will also be a discursive satisfaction. In other words, 

the “need” should be conceptualised rhetorically (i.e. gaining the upper hand in the 

argument) and its satisfaction should be conceptualised rhetorically (i.e. winning the 

argument as the innocent party). This fits perfectly with the discursive notion of 

variability (Potter, 1998; Potter & Wetherell, 1987) which maintains that attitudes are 

not stable but vary depending on the rhetorical context. Thus the way competitive 

victimhood is argued will vary and the reason for its maintenance will vary 

depending on the rhetorical context.

Thus far in this section on responding to victims, 1 have suggested that by saying that 

victims have needs we are in some way responding to victims who say that they have 

needs. Sometimes though, those needs are not expressed explicitly but can be
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inferred from what a person is arguing for (e.g. greater suffering than the other 

group). But even this inference is a way of responding to what victims are saying. Or 

we can think of it from another angle: needs can be “rhetorical needs” (i.e. the need 

to win the argument and show that you are the innocent party) which must be 

satisfied rhetorically. Either way, whether we think of needs as being embedded in 

the argument or think of needs-inference as being a response from listeners, needs 

are part of the rhetoric of victimhood. We will return to both of these ideas in 

Chapter 8 where the idea of needs will occupy our focus.

1.6.2 Apology

Another way of responding to victims, rather than engaging in competitive 

victimhood, is to offer an apology. An apology will come from the perpetrator or a 

representative of the perpetrator and is usually given as a result of demands from the 

victim. Because of this “responsive” nature of apologies, Shnabel & Nadler (2008) 

have suggested that they are part of a “social exchange” in which the perpetrator 

gives an apology and the victim gives acceptance or forgiveness (Tavuchis, 1991). 

The apology thus meets needs on both sides: the apologiser gets the moral 

acceptance they require by renouncing their past and admitting their guilt (Darby & 

Schlenker, 1989), while the victim gets the empowerment they require by forcing the 

perpetrator to admit to their guilt.

Staub & Vollhardt (2008) also see apology as a form of meeting emotional needs in 

victims. They see it as part of meeting the broader need for justice. This would 

include the need for truth (often stated in an apology), the need for positive identity 

by the acknowledgement that their suffering was unjust (Hodgins & Liebeskind, 

2003) and the need for security by acknowledging that the event will not happen 

again (Gold & Weiner, 2000; Staub & Vollhardt, 2008, p. 274). Of course, all these 

different elements may be more or less present in an apology which has led some 

scholars to investigate the elements which make an apology more or less successful 

(Blatz, Schumann, & Ross, 2009). They considered the elements of apologies that 

were favourably evaluated by both the victim and the non-victim group and 

suggested ten elements: an expression of remorse/regret, an acceptance of 

responsibility for harmful act, an offer of repair, a promise to avoid similar 

behaviour, an admission of wrong, acknowledgement of suffering, praise for the non-
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victim group, praise for the victim group, praise for the present system and 

dissociation of present system from past system (Blatz et al., 2009). Apologies which 

lack some of these elements are often rejected as being inadequate (Barkan, 2000). 

Another reason why they may be rejected is that they do not have appropriate 

displays of emotion (Wohl, Hornsey, & Bennett, 2011) and while they do not relate 

this to emotional needs, it can be easily fitted within such a framework. The 

expression of emotions such as anguish may be required to satisfy the emotional 

needs of the victims in order to establish some kind of “equity” of pain (Walster, 

Berscheid, & Walster, 1973).

But the idea that there is a strict relationship between the presence of certain 

elements in an apology and the response by victims is not very strong. Kampf (2008) 

has examined how apologies are received and has suggested that even apologies 

which are made infelicitously can be accepted by the recipient as long as the 

apologiser’s image is threatened - an “embarrassment condition”. So even when an 

apology lacks goodwill, it can still be received by the victims. Perhaps this is because 

it still meets an emotional need. Whether it meets an emotional need is not my 

concern here. What I am concerned to show is that apologies work rhetorically. They 

function as a response to victims and they may be accepted by victims as long as the 

apologiser lets the victims “win” the argument (i.e. be shown as innocent and 

vindicated in their fight for justice).

Apologies will not feature much in the studies (although there will be some mention 

of David Cameron’s Bloody Sunday apology in Chapter 4). 1 mention them here only 

to develop the idea that ways of responding to victims are rhetorical and that when 

apologies are considered as a “social exchange” which meets needs, these needs can 

be conceptualised in rhetorical ways. For example, the needs of victims are met as 

they “win” the argument to show that they were innocent and the needs of 

perpetrators are met as they aim to show others that they are moral people for taking 

responsibility and denouncing their past actions. Thus the rhetorical effect of an 

apology does not work only on one relationship (between the perpetrator and victim) 

but also between the perpetrator and others.
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1.6.3 Identifying with victims

As people listen and respond to what victims say, identities are formed. Sometimes 

people will empathise and identify with the victims. At other times they may feel for 

various reasons that they need to establish their own victimhood by competing over 

suffering. This former response is one which some scholars have focussed on as 

being the kind of response which should be promoted.

This response can be referred to either as an inclusive construal of victimhood 

(Vollhardt, 2009b drawing from Trope & Liberman, 2003) or as a common ingroup 

identity of victimhood. The “common ingroup” concept of victimhood is taken from 

the common ingroup identity model (Gaertner, Dovidio, & Bachman, 1996) 

developed from intergroup contact theory (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew, 1998). The latter 

suggests that under certain optimal conditions, bringing two groups into contact will 

reduce bias and prejudice against the other. Those optimal conditions consisted of 

four in Allport’s research (equal status, common goals, cooperation and support from 

authorities) and have been extended and qualified by various other research to 

include various other considerations such as friendship potential (Pettigrew, 1998), 

lay understandings of contact (Dixon, Durrheim, & Tredoux, 2005), perceived 

importance of contact (Van Dick et ak, 2004) and geo-spatial meanings (Dixon & 

Durrheim, 2003) - to name only a few. In general, research agrees that when optimal 

conditions are in place, contact reduces prejudice. But how does this take place?

Pettigrew (1997, 1998, pp. 70-73) suggests that there are four processes which take 

place to facilitate the reduction of prejudice: learning about the outgroup, changing 

behaviour, generating affective ties and ingroup reappraisal. More recently Pettigrew 

& Tropp (2008) have outlined three key mediators of intergroup contact: increased 

knowledge of the ingroup, reduced anxiety about contact and increased empathy and 

perspective-taking. Applying this to the issue of victimhood aims to reduce the 

prejudicial views that each group has against the other’s victimhood and would work 

approximately as follows: Opposing groups who both claim victimhood (e.g. 

Protestants/Catholics or Israelis/Palestinians) will generally have a reduction in 

prejudice through intergroup contact as they learn more about the other group (their 

suffering and victimhood), as they start to behave in more positive ways toward each 

other, as they start to have more positive and less negative emotions towards the
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other group, as they start to re-evaluate their own ingroup and as they empathise 

more with the other group and see their point of view.

Ultimately the goal of this is to lead people to recategorise themselves by seeing 

themselves as belonging to a larger, shared group (Dovidio et al., 1997; Gaertner, 

Dovidio, Anastasio, Bachman, & Rust, 1993; Gaertner et al., 1996). For victims this 

would entail the recategorisation of the ingroup as being the sole/primary victim to 

being part of a larger group of victims which spans the traditional divide. This 

change in categorisation allows the cognitive and motivational biases that are 

directed towards bias to be changed to more constructive forms which sustain a 

common ingroup identity (Gaertner et al., 1993). In other words, the ingroup bias 

suggested by SIT (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) no longer applies to a narrowly defined 

ingroup but to a broader ingroup which includes the former “other”. This results in 

reduced bias towards the former “other”, increased levels of self-disclosure and 

increased levels of helping (Dovidio et al., 1997).

While we could spend a long time considering current research into intergroup 

contact theory and the common ingroup identity model we will forego this in order to 

focus specifically on how it can inform our understanding of victimhood. No 

research has explicitly linked victimhood identity interventions to intergroup contact 

theory - although some is close (Hewstone, Cairns, Voci, Hamberger, & Niens, 

2006). However, some research seeks to promote an inclusive ingroup identity 

without considering the “contact” aspect of the theory which is just one of the ways 

in which an inclusive identity is normally fostered (Gaertner et al., 1996). Perhaps 

the most important research to link victimhood and common ingroup identity is that 

of Shnabel et al. (2013) and Vollhardt (2009b). Shnabel et al. (2013) point out that 

already in some conflict situations there are groups which seek to cooperate across 

boundaries by sharing their suffering - groups such as “Bereaved Families for 

Peace” in Israel/Palestine. Their research showed that competitive victimhood could 

be reduced by fostering a common ingroup victim identity. Interestingly they also 

added a common perpetrator identity condition and showed that this too could reduce 

competitive victimhood. The way in which it was reduced in each condition varied 

depending on the need which was being addressed - drawing from the needs-based 

model of reconciliation (Noor et al., 2012; Shnabel & Nadler, 2008). Accordingly,
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the common victimhood condition reduced moral defensiveness (because victims had 

their suffering acknowledged) and the common perpetrator condition increased 

agency/power (because it forced the other to also admit to being a perpetrator). 

Although the effect sizes were small, this was a genuinely interesting and helpful 

way of showing how to reduce competitive victimhood and foster a common ingroup 

identity of victimhood. Vollhardt (2009b) takes a similar approach by drawing both 

on the common ingroup identity model and on construal level theory (Trope & 

Liberman, 2003) suggesting that the suffering experienced by groups can be 

perceived as having a greater or lesser degree of similarity with the suffering of other 

groups. When greater similarity is perceived an “inclusive victimhood” category is 

formed by the perceiver which predicts increased forgiveness. This shared category 

reduces bias, increases empathy and encourages helping of the other group. Vollhardt 

(2009b) draws attention to the role of victim narratives in shaping victim 

consciousness by showing that narratives of the Holocaust were strong predictors of 

Jewish willingness to help other suffering groups. She suggests that further research 

be performed into these narratives to explore their effects. Other research also points 

out that dialogue and story-telling can be a way of emphasising similarity between 

suffering groups and sense of similarity (Bar-On & Kassem, 2004).

But apart from this emphasis on the need to examine discourse there is very little talk 

about rhetoric and discourse in the rest of the research. There are some allusions 

however. When Pettigrew & Tropp (2008) explain that increased knowledge of the 

outgroup mediates intergroup contact effects and when Pettigrew (1997) links this to 

exposure to outgroup narratives, there is an implicit acknowledgement that rhetoric 

plays a role somewhere. Again, Gaertner et al. (1993) note that linguistic 

representations of “them” and “us” which have become commonplace start to change 

as recategorisation occurs. Thus there is some acknowledgement of the role of 

language and rhetoric.

I think that more can be said though. Firstly, information which is shared between 

two groups leading to a recategorisation will always be rhetorical. That is, it aims to 

persuade the listener of some point which in our case will be that the two groups are 

similar in some way. How that point is argued and why that point is argued is worthy 

of research. Secondly, representations of “them” and “us” in discourse are never
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static - contrary to the implication of Gaertner et al. (1993): they vary depending on 

what point needs to be made. Sometimes it will be strategic to talk about 

commonalities between certain groups and at other times it will be strategic to talk 

about differences. While not denying that there are certain ways of talking about 

group divisions which are more common than others, a degree of variability must be 

accepted. Thirdly, common identity or divided identity will have a rhetorical force. 

Why do people choose to express a common identity and at other times a divided 

identity? Fourthly, while emotional needs may be met in the induction of a common 

victim or perpetrator identity (Shnabel et al., 2013), these needs can be 

reconceptualised as rhetorical needs to some extent. In an argumentative context 

people may want to present their group as having more power or being more moral. 

These are not only emotional achievements, but also rhetorical achievements.

These issues will be picked up on in Chapter 7 specifically where I will examine the 

talk of victims to see how they legitimate various definitions of victimhood. 1 will 

examine the variability and constancy to show that commonality and difference are 

rhetorical achievements.

1.6.4 Contradictory maxims

In all this discussion of what to do about victims, both scholars and laypeople are 

often divided about what to do. As we listen to victims from various backgrounds we 

feel sympathy for them because victimhood rhetoric is full of pathos and elicits 

strong emotions. But victims don’t always argue for the same things. Some will 

argue for justice against the perpetrators, some will argue for reconciliation between 

the communities and some will argue for truth from perpetrators. But are these 

different appeals compatible? We want them to be and so devise complex systems of 

post-conflict reconstruction that attempt to answer the cries of victims by addressing 

issues of justice, truth and reconciliation (Bloomfield, Barnes, & Huyse, 2003; 

Galtung, 1998; Lambourne, 2004). Far be it from me to decry such efforts but 

inevitably they find that exhaustive truth-disclosure is not possible and justice and 

reconciliation are always unequally applied. It seems that while we recognise that the 

things called for are good, there are irreconcilable tensions between them.

This, according to Billig et al. (1988), is to be expected. Ideologies of any kind and 

common-sense itself are full of dilemmas (Billig, 1987). Thus Billig writes,
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“Common-sense may not be a unitary store of folk wisdom, but instead it may 

provide us with our dilemmas for deliberation and our controversies for argument.” 

(1987, p. 222). After conflict then, there may be commonly agreed on ideas about 

what to do but often these will be in opposition. So it makes sense to mete out justice 

on the perpetrators. It may also make sense to suspend strict justice because no one is 

entirely innocent. Or perhaps truth and reconciliation will be more likely if an 

amnesty is given. There are significant dilemmas here.

The idea has been explored elsewhere in research also. People have dilemmas about 

political engagement: is political participation a civic responsibility or is political 

campaigning an illegitimate attempt to foist views onto another (Condor & Gibson, 

2007)? Or again thinking about politics, should Britain be a more multicultural 

society or is Britain a unique country different from all others (Condor, 2011)? Or is 

unemployment because of individual lack of effort or societal problems or even 

immigration (Gibson, 2011)? The dilemmas that could be mentioned are endless 

because social life is full of dilemmas.

In the realm of victimhood the dilemmas do not disappear. Discussing the issue of 

reparations for victims, Bloomfield et al. (2003) note that there are “a whole range of 

dilemmas” (p. 161). With regards to remembering the past there is a dilemma when 

there is no consensus on the past (Conway, 2003, p. 16). Even apologies become 

complex when the question arises of who is to apologise and who is to receive 

(Mellor, Bretherton, & Firth, 2007). And as Hamber & Wilson (2003) point out, 

“there is a difficult tension between the desire to bury the past and the ethical 

demand to confront past wrongs” (p. 57). Thus they point victims of the Northern 

Irish conflict to the need for “transitional justice” - a concept which can help to 

provide some level of truth and justice for victims. But whether or not they solve the 

dilemma is not only their question to answer. Victims must also answer the question 

for themselves. As I found when talking to many of the victims in Studies 5 and 6, 

current approaches did not solve the problems.

This notion of inherently contradictory ideas about what to do about victims is one 

that actually fits well with the rhetorical nature of victimhood. It means that 

victimhood can be endlessly debated by those who want to debate it. It means that 

there is no final solution to resolve victimhood - because it is, after all, a debate. One
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of the questions facing us that 1 will address in the studies is this: what are the 

different suggestions put forward for dealing with victimhood in response to their 

appeals and how do those suggestions create dilemmas which feed into the rhetorical 

nature of victimhood?

1 want to emphasise that this is a societal debate which is not restricted to victims. To 

do this I have chosen to include material from newspapers (Chapter 4), political 

manifestos (Chapter 6) and focus groups (Chapter 8). In each of these studies I will 

point out the suggestions which are made to answer the question of what should be 

done about victims. I will also show how these answers are often dilemmatic which 

feeds into the rhetorical nature of victimhood.

1.7 Summary

Throughout this introduction 1 have tried to show that in all of the different 

perspectives on victimhood, one thread unites them all: rhetoric. I have tried to show 

that rhetoric is one of the ways in which we can reconceptualise much discussion 

about victimhood. This allows us to see the nature of victimhood in a way that 

illuminates its function in society. To conclude, 1 offer a brief outline of what 1 set 

out to show in the following chapters.

The six empirical chapters fall into three groups which look at two central issues. 

The three groups are studies of newspapers, political manifestos and victim focus 

groups. The two central issues are the construction/function of the victim identity and 

the needs of victims. In Chapter 3 I will explore how metaphors are used to construct 

victims in newspapers in Northern Ireland following a major Inquiry and apology 

from the British Prime Minister. Metaphor use will be considered in terms, not only 

of construction of identity, but rhetorical function. In Chapter 4 I will continue using 

the same materials to examine what was said regarding what needed to be done for 

victims. We will look at self-sufficient arguments and their dilemmatic nature in 

response to this research question.

In Chapters 5 and 6 political manifestos will be used. Chapter 5 explores how 

legitimising arguments are used to construct the victim identity. Again, the rhetorical 

function of those arguments will be a key element of interest. Chapter 6 will also
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look at those materials in relation to what should be done about victims. What do 

political parties say needs to be done? And what function do those arguments have?

The final two chapters are particularly interesting because they deal directly with 

victim groups who met for focus groups and interviews. In Chapter 7 we see how 

they argue for their identity as victims and how that is always linked to rhetorical 

function. In the final empirical chapter (8) we will see how they use “needs” in 

rhetorical ways which bears implications for human-needs theories.

In each of the studies I will draw our attention to how this rhetorical approach can 

illuminate current research on victimhood as well as suggesting new ways of 

thinking about it. Such an approach is useful in that it illuminates a current social 

problem. While I will offer some suggestions for how to deal with victimhood taking 

into account its rhetorical nature, the primary aim is to illuminate the nature and 

function of victimhood rather than offer solutions. Having a firm grasp of what 

victimhood is and how it functions lays the groundwork for thinking about how to 

deal with it in ways that reduce rhetorical competitiveness rather than exacerbating it, 

that integrate academics into the arguments rather than divorcing them from them, 

and that acknowledge argumentative tensions rather than ignoring them.
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2 The Northern Irish conflict and reflexive considerations

This thesis will concentrate on the case of victims in Northern Ireland. For that 

reason it seems appropriate to offer a brief chapter summarising the background of 

some issues in Northern Ireland relevant to victims. The chapter will begin with a 

brief summary of the conflict and its history before moving on to talk about what 

action has been taken in relation to victims. Since I am from Northern Ireland and 

write as a researcher embedded in the social milieu of which I write I need to also 

offer some reflexive considerations that will help the reader understand my own 

background and biases.

A point of clarification is worth noting before we begin: this chapter will deal very 

little with the concept of “collective victimhood” and more with individual 

victimhood. This is because collective victimhood often flows out of the sense of 

“having victims” on your side of the conflict (Rosland, 2009) - a point that is picked 

up on towards the end of Chapter 3. Thus individual victimhood is never strictly 

individual when it is linked to group membership and collective victimhood is 

usually linked to specific instances of individual victimhood. I therefore hesitate to 

make a sharp distinction between the two in the way suggested by Bar-Tal et al. 

(2009). While conceptually the distinction makes sense, empirically the two are often 

intertwined.

2.1 A brief history of conflict and victimhood in Northern Ireland

The conflict in Northern Ireland has a long history. I could start by recounting the 

story beginning in the 1600s with the arrival of Scottish settlers in Northern Ireland 

(Ruane, 1996, p. 20). Or I could begin with the start of the existence of Northern 

Ireland as a separate entity in 1921 (Gallagher, 1974). Wherever I begin would bring 

a different perspective to the history of the problem. The problem of perspectives is 

unavoidable even aside from the timeline issues. There are different ways of telling 

the story. Some emphasise British oppression while others emphasise Republican 

aggression. As much as I would like to escape the dilemma of being biased, it is not 

possible. Even an “academic” slant on the story fails to meet the criterion of 

neutrality because there is a certain kind of bias to neutrality that fails to see that one
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side actually might hold more merit than the other. So 1 will offer a perspective on 

the history of the Northern Irish conflict in relation to victims with the explicit 

acknowledgement that I cannot be unbiased.

The crux of the problem in Ireland is the issue of whether all of the island of Ireland 

should be united as a separate country from the United Kingdom. Those who believe 

that the island should be autonomous are known either as “Nationalists” or 

“Republicans”. The latter term generally has more extreme connotations associated 

with the willingness to use violent means to establish autonomy (although the 

movement has changed in recent years). There are also those who believe that 

counties which wish to remain part of the United Kingdom should be allowed to do 

so. They are referred to as “Unionists” or “Loyalists”. Again the latter term is often 

associated with more extreme forms of Unionism. The Nationalists/Republicans are 

generally from a Catholic background and the Unionists/Loyalists from a Protestant 

background. The two groups oppose one another since their claims are mutually 

incompatible (Whyte, 1981). In other words, since one side claims that all Ireland 

should be a united republic and the other side claims that at least part of it should be 

united with the United Kingdom, there can be no final solution: only a stalemate.

The issue was at least partly resolved in 1921 when the Irish Free State was formed 

in the South and Northern Ireland became a separate entity in the North (Gallagher, 

1974). The majority Catholic counties became part of the new Irish Free State and 

the majority Protestant counties became part of Northern Ireland. This was finalised 

in the declaration of a republic in the South in 1949. Flowever, Nationalists and 

Republicans in the North were still discontent because they had been disenfranchised 

to some extent. This spawned sporadic violence that erupted in what became known 

as the Troubles which commenced around 1968/9 (Hancock, 1998).

In 1968 Catholic/Nationalist civil rights marchers took to the streets to protest 

against perceived inequality of treatment in comparison to Protestants/Unionists. In 

many areas of Northern Ireland, discrimination on the basis of politico-religious 

background was rife, leading to disadvantage in terms of employment and housing 

(Munck, 1992). On the 24th August 1968 the Northern Ireland Civil Rights 

Association (N1CRA) organised a march from Coalisland to Dungannon and it was 

this march that was seen as a turning point for many people. The march was stopped
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when it reached Dungannon because of a counter-demonstration led by Ian Paisley’s 

Ulster Protestant Volunteers. The police force (Royal Ulster Constabulary; RUC) 

stopped the parade from continuing while the counter-protesters hurled insults. The 

fact that the march was stopped was a source of great grievance for many. However, 

the pattern of protests and counter-protests continued on. At one march in Burntollet 

the marchers were even ambushed and set upon with rocks and petrol bombs 

(Munck, 1992).

Similarly, on the Protestant side, marches such as the Loyalist march through Derry 

on 12th August 1969 were met with rocks and riots from Nationalist opponents 

(Munck, 1992). Protestants felt under threat from the increasing demands for a 

United Ireland and feared that they would lose their position in the United Kingdom. 

Eventually, riots became widespead and the Army was called in to assist the police 

force who were overwhelmed by the scale of what was taking place.

As discontentment arose among the Nationalist populace, the Irish Republican Army 

(IRA) began to (re)commence violent activities as it sought to defend Catholics and 

seek the establishment of an Irish Republic for the whole of Ireland. This would 

result in many atrocities as the conflict became increasingly violent.

Around this time (late 60’s to early 70’s), the political landscape started to change to 

represent the increasingly polarised views of the population. While the official Ulster 

Unionist Party had held dominant sway in Northern Ireland for fifty years, new 

parties started to emerge such as Ian Paisley’s Democratic Unionist Party (DUP; 

1971), the moderate Alliance party (1970) and the Social Democratic and Labour 

Party (SDLP) which represented Nationalists but did not support violence. Also in 

1970 Sinn Fein had a split over its policy of abstentionism (the practice of not taking 

seats in the Westminster parliament). This resulted in the formation of the Official 

Sinn Fein and the Provisional Sinn Fein. The former was a small faction that 

eventually became known as the Worker’s Party while the latter held the majority of 

members and Provisional Sinn Fein worked closely with the Provisional IRA 

(mentioned in the previous paragraph and hereafter simply as the IRA). Thus the 

political landscape became divided with the more extreme Unionists siding with the 

DUP, the less extreme with the UUP, moderates with the Alliance Party, less
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extreme Nationalists with the SDLP and extreme Nationalists (i.e. Republicans) with 

Sinn Fein (Rosland. 2009).

This increase of violence led the British government to take drastic measures to 

curtail its spread. On the 9th August 1971. the government introduced the practice of 

internment without trial which meant that anyone suspected of being involved in 

illegal activities could be summarily held without trial (Mitchell, 1979). This lasted 

until 5th December 1975 (Rosland, 2009).

Naturally, the practice of internment led to numerous protests against it. The most 

prominent of these historically is the one held on 30lh January 1972. On that day the 

Parachute Regiment of the British Army was responsible for keeping order. The facts 

are disputed as to who fired first but most agree that the army fired first - for 

whatever reason. In a short space of time, 13 people were shot dead and many 

injured. One man died later in hospital from his injuries. So in total, 14 people were 

killed in what appeared to be a heavy-handed if not unprovoked attack on the 

marchers (Conway, 2003).

Shortly thereafter Lord Widgery produced a report which justified the British Army 

for their actions (Widgery, 1972). The report suggested that the victims were 

probably bombers and gunmen and that the Army was acting within its remit by 

reacting violently (Bell, 2002). The report did little to calm Nationalist and 

Republican fury and little to repair the damage of the British State's reputation. But 

for our purposes, this event is significant because it is one of the central events of 

Nationalist victimisation - these were their victims and this is their “chosen trauma” 

to use the words of Vamik Volkan (2001). It was not the only event of Nationalist 

victimisation but it is one of the most, if not the most significant event (Conway, 

2003).

The day became known as “Bloody Sunday” and following that day, the families of 

the dead and many others who supported them, demanded an independent inquiry 

into what happened because of their dissatisfaction with the official report. 

Eventually they got what they sought and the reporting of that success is analysed in 

Chapters 3 and 4.
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Just prior to the events of Bloody Sunday was another atrocity which occurred in 

Belfast during August 1971. Again, the context was the policy of internment without 

trial and from 9-11 August, British soldiers poured into one area, Ballymurphy, 

arresting many people. During that time 11 people were shot dead with many more 

beaten and injured. As a result of the killings, 47 children lost a parent (Wing, 2010). 

The events of August 1971 in Ballymurphy never received as much attention as 

Bloody Sunday - perhaps because of the lack of media presence in Ballymurphy 

compared to the extensive media presence in Derry during Bloody Sunday. Perhaps 

it was because of this that Bloody Sunday became more salient in the 

Nationalist/Republican narrative and that an inquiry into Bloody Sunday rather than 

the Ballymurphy Massacre (as it is styled by the victims) became a key point in 

Republican negotiations with the British government in 1998 (Powell, 2008). 

Nevertheless, the families of the victims persist in appealing for an Inquiry into the 

events since they maintain the innocence of the victims. I met with them for a focus 

group one evening and the analysis of this discussion is found in Chapters 7 and 8.

Of course it would be unbalanced to mention only these two events. Many atrocities 

were also committed against the other side - Protestant Unionists. One key event was 

“Bloody Friday” on 21st July 1972. 26 IRA bombs exploded throughout Belfast as 

retaliation for the events of Bloody Sunday creating a devastating event which both 

motivated retaliatory terrorism (Ferguson, Burgess, & Hollywood, 2008) and became 

a “chosen trauma” for the Protestant people (Cunningham, 2001). 11 people died and 

130 were injured as a result of the bombings. Other events also became significant 

points of victimisation such as the Enniskillen Bombing in which I I people were 

killed and 60 injured when the IRA planted a bomb near to a Remembrance Sunday 

event. Again, the Shankill Road Fish Shop bomb on 23rd October 1993 led to the 

deaths of 10 and injury of 50 when IRA members entered a fish shop to attack 

Protestant paramilitaries who were supposed to be meeting in a room above the shop. 

A bomb exploded prematurely, killing one of the attackers along with the innocent 

bystanders (Baumann, 2010). One of the victims picks up on this event in their 

interview in Chapter 8 where they explain that a close relative was killed in the 

bombing.
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More events could be provided but these suffice to show that there was significant 

injury perpetrated against each side. For much of the Troubles, violence proceeded 

on a retaliatory basis with one atrocity following another as each side sought to take 

revenge for a previous atrocity. Not only were many innocent civilians killed and 

injured, but many of the security forces suffered the same. The predominantly 

Protestant RUC was assisted by the British Army which included the Ulster Defence 

Regiment (1970-1992) comprising a large number of part-time volunteer soldiers. 

Many of these police officers and soldiers were injured and consider themselves to 

be victims of the Troubles.

Victimhood therefore, is rife in Northern Ireland. It is estimated that over 3 600 

people were killed and around 40 000 injured since the Troubles commenced 

(Manktelow, 2007). Despite this, most people in Northern Ireland do not think of 

themselves as victims and only around 12% think of themselves as victims regularly 

(Cairns et al. 2003, contra Bar-Tal et al. 2009, p. 235). Even when people were 

encouraged to think more objectively about victim criteria, the figures increased to 

16% direct victims and 30% indirect victims. Cairns and his colleagues conclude 

that people in Northern Ireland must be setting quite strict criteria for what makes a 

person a victim. Nonetheless, victimhood is an important issue insofar as groups can 

talk about their victims which are being ignored and which need to be attended to. I 

pick up on this issue in Chapter 3 where I suggest that speaking ybr and on behalf of 

victims is more rhetorically powerful than speaking as a victim - something which 

may at times be perceived as being motivated out of self-interest. Speaking for 

victims has become so prominent in Northern Ireland that is has led Gllligan (2003) 

to say that “the ‘victim’ has become the dominant cultural icon in Northern Ireland” 

(P- 29).

From these scenes of devastation and loss we turn to 1998 where the Good Friday 

Agreement (hereafter, the Agreement) marked a turning point in the history of 

Northern Ireland. Needless to say, I am passing over vast swathes of history in the 

process. But our focus must remain on victimhood and less relevant milestones must 

be set aside. The Agreement grew out of secret meetings held between the British 

and Irish governments and militants during the early 1990s (Mac Ginty, Muldoon, & 

Ferguson, 2007). Eventually, an agreement was reached on Good Friday (10th April)
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1998 which dealt with a raft of issues including the status of Northern Ireland 

relative to Ireland and the UK, policing, governance, decommissioning and 

reconciliation. The section on Rights included three paragraphs relevant to victims 

which stated that the suffering of victims should be acknowledged, victims have a 

right to remember, services should be provided for victims and that victims are an 

essential component of the reconciliation process (NIO, 1998). Another stipulation of 

the Agreement was that political prisoners would be able to obtain early-release. This 

caused great alarm among victims who protested about the injustice of such a move. 

Nonetheless, this move seemed to be helpful in bringing an end to the cycle of 

violence.

Also as part of negotiations, in November 1997, a Victims’ Commissioner was 

installed with a remit to define what a “victim” is and to offer some proposals 

regarding how to deal with victimhood. The aim was to offer “greater recognition” to 

victims of the conflict (Bloomfield, 1998). Sir Kenneth Bloomfield was appointed as 

the Victims’ Commissioner and suggested that victims be defined as "the surviving 

injured and those who care for them, together with those close relatives who mourn 

for their dead” (Bloomfield, 1998, p.13). While he acknowledges the many who were 

killed throughout the Troubles, he does not include those in his definition because he 

needs to have a “manageable target group” who can be assisted and cared for. This 

process of defining the victim and eliminating certain groups because of the 

operational requirements of a definition make the process of “social construction” of 

victimhood very transparent. This restriction of the definition of a victim has been 

perpetuated throughout subsequent reports and statutes and the interviewee from the 

WAVE trauma centre mentions this as one of the oddities of the Northern Irish peace 

process. Finally, Bloomfield makes a range of recommendations for dealing with 

victimhood including a monument, a garden, a memorial building, a book of names, 

a memorial fund, a scholarship, a medal for the province, a public holiday, a pension 

for victims and many other suggestions. Most of these have not been implemented 

but the memorial fund for victims is orie which has.

Of course, Bloomfield's report consisted only of recommendations. For the proper 

administration of care to victims, a legal definition had to be placed on statute. This
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was finally instated in the Victims and Survivors Order (NI) 2006. I quote the 

definition of “victim” in full below:

“3.-(l) In this Order references to “victim and survivor” are references to an 

individual appearing to the Commissioner to be any of the following-

(a) someone who is or has been physically or psychologically injured as a 

result of or in consequence of a conflict-related incident;

(b) someone who provides a substantial amount of care on a regular basis for 

an individual mentioned in paragraph (a); or

(c) someone who has been bereaved as a result of or in consequence of a 

conflict-related incident.

(2) Without prejudice to the generality of paragraph (1), an individual may be 

psychologically injured as a result of or in consequence of-

(a) witnessing a conflict-related incident or the consequences of such an 

incident; or

(b) providing medical or other emergency assistance to an individual in 

connection with a conflict-related incident.” (HMSO, 2006, p. 2)

Again notice that the definition does not include those who died during the conflict. 

Furthermore, the definition is broad and encompasses actors on both sides of the 

divide - even those who were psychologically injured as a result of witnessing a 

conflict-related incident. It also deliberately excludes the denial of victimhood status 

for perpetrators of violent acts. Naturally, this caused and continues to cause alarm 

for some victims who deny perpetrators the right to be victims simultaneously. For 

them, victims and perpetrators are dichotomous categories and can allow no overlap.

More recently, work has continued in trying to offer solutions for the past. In 2009, 

Denis Bradley and Lord Robin Fames published the report for The Consultative 

Group on the Past which offered numerous recommendations (Fames & Bradley, 

2009). Some of the ideas in the report were similar to those in the Bloomfield report. 

The Eames-Bradley report thus recommended continued support for victims, the use 

of storytelling, an annual day of remembrance on the 21st June and an ex gratia
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payment to all victims of £12,000. The report was put out for public consultation and 

a summary of responses was published the following year (NIO, 2010). The most 

controversial aspect of the report proved to be the £12,000 payment for all victims 

with the vast majority of respondents opposing the proposal. Reasons for this 

included the fact that this payment would be made to some whose victimhood is 

contested by other victims (e.g. paramilitaries) and that payment was “crude and 

insensitive” since suffering cannot be alleviated by payment. Some of the victims 

pick up on this proposal in Chapter 8 where I discuss it in more detail.

As part of the ongoing process of dealing with victimhood in Northern Ireland, the 

Commission for Victims and Survivors was established in 2005. This is led by the 

Commissioner for Victims and Survivors for Northern Ireland whose remit is set out 

in the Victims and Survivors Order (NI) 2006. This requires the holder of the office 

to “promote the interests of victims and survivors” by reviewing laws, practices and 

services relating to victims. The first Commissioner was Bertha McDougall (from 

Northern Ireland) and the current Commissioner (as of 2014) is Kathryn Stone (from 

England). The victims that 1 interviewed occasionally make reference to the 

Commissioner with varying degrees of approval. The Commissioner is responsible 

for the support of numerous victims groups which exist in Northern Ireland to 

support various sections of the community. These groups are set up by victims and 

aim to represent their needs through providing personal support and a public voice. 

They vary widely in terms of political alignment and in their own ideas of what a 

victim is and how they should be treated. Some groups such as FAIR are staunchly 

Unionist and vehemently oppose the current definition of a victim because they deem 

it to be too broad. Others such as the WAVE Trauma Centre represent a wide range 

of victims and think that the current definition is suitable because of the complexity 

of the Northern Ireland situation. Still others represent victims from the Nationalist 

community (such as Relatives for Justice) and often focus on the need for the 

government to examine collusion between the security forces and paramilitaries 

during the conflict. It was to some of these groups that 1 went when I conducted the 

focus groups in Chapters 7 and 8.

Perhaps one of the most significant events in recent history which has tried to 

address the needs of victims was the Bloody Sunday Inquiry and subsequent apology
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given by David Cameron in 2010. A group of victims had formed comprised of 

relatives of those killed on Bloody Sunday 1972 whose aim was to demand a public 

inquiry into the deaths. They argued that such an inquiry was necessary because the 

official inquiry had blackened the names of the dead. So from 1998 to 2004, Lord 

Saville and several others judges were asked to conduct a new inquiry into the event. 

In 2010 the extensive report was published at a cost of over £200 million (Oborne, 

2004). The report concluded that the victims were innocent and that, on the balance 

of probabilities, the Army had fired first (Saville, Hoyt. & Toohey, 2010). On the 

same day as the report was published, David Cameron presented his findings to the 

House of Commons and his speech was relayed by video link to a square in Derry 

where many were gathered to hear his announcement. His apology was well-received 

by many of the relatives and marked a relatively successful negotiation of one of the 

thorniest issues of the past. 1 return to this issue in Chapters 3 and 4 where I explore 

the responses of victims and the media as they talk about the apology. Further 

examination of the way the apology was represented and received can be found in 

McNeill, Lyons, & Pehrson (2013).

Clearly, victimhood has received a lot of attention in Northern Ireland and it 

continues to be a major issue. After the recent talks held by US diplomat Richard 

Haas (December 2013), the Commission for Victims and Survivors released a 

statement saying that the talks (which ended without agreement between the political 

parties) had not been a failure if “victims and survivors remain at the centre of 

political action” (CVSN1, 2013). Victims thus continue to occupy a key role in any 

discussion about the past in Northern Ireland.

2.2 Reflexive considerations

1 mentioned at the start of my outline of the history of the conflict that there is no 

such thing as a neutral account of the conflict. For that reason, it behoves me to offer 

some reflexive considerations on my own position within Northern Ireland. To add to 

the obligation is the frequent exhortation from qualitative researchers to consider 

their own role in the production of meaning from the data (Lock & Strong, 2010; 

Macleod, 2002; Parker, 1992). This is particularly keen for discursive researchers 

who attempt to show how “social construction” occurs. They must apply the same 

perspective to their own work as to any other piece of data. That is, the very process
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of writing about social constructions is itself a social construction. This means that 

everything I say in this thesis has the potential to be picked apart by someone who 

could show that by constructing victimhood as argumentation, I have neglected some 

other or more important way of thinking about victimhood. This possibility does not 

concern me since I do not regard what I say here to be the final word on victimhood. 

What matters to me, is that the analysis and theorising produced here meets the 

criterion of “fruitfulness” (Potter & Wetherell, 1987, p. 171) in that it provides a 

fruitful and helpful way of understanding victimhood which in turn may assist in 

dealing with victimhood practically and in studying victimhood theoretically. Others 

refer to it as “self-evidence” because the approach feels right in that it makes sense of 

the data and fits with other data (Stiles, 1993). So, while I am open to critique, I 

contend that the approach to victimhood offered here is nonetheless a very helpful 

and meaningful one.

The first place to start in considering my own situatedness is my background. 1 come 

from a Protestant, Unionist family with roots in Belfast. None of my family could be 

classed as victims of the conflict so I speak as an outsider when talking about 

victimhood. 1 have a deep Christian faith which has shaped how 1 think about guilt, 

forgiveness and reconciliation (Volf, 1996). My education has also played a 

determinative role in shaping my understanding of the Northern Irish conflict. 

Although in earlier years I held very strong Unionist views, these moderated as I 

entered University and studied social psychology. As 1 reflected on the similarities 

between the conflict in Northern Ireland and other conflicts 1 began to understand the 

characteristics of intractable conflict and the entrenched sectarian viewpoints that 

accompany it. At that stage I began to move away from my entrenched views to a 

more ambivalent position on the conflict. I began to see that there was guilt on both 

sides and good on both sides. Neither side was completely bad - nor were they 

completely good. And as I read books such as the biography of Richard Moore 

(Moore & Mullan, 2009) - the Nationalist boy who was blinded by a rubber bullet 

and later forgave the soldier who fired it - I began to empathise with those on the 

Nationalist side too.

With this degree of empathy for both sides and ambivalence regarding where 1 stood 

in relation to many issues related to the conflict and victimhood, I began this
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research. Initially I had hoped that I might be able to offer a “solution” for 

victimhood but the further I progressed in this research, the more I realised that 

victimhood was inherently dilemmatic. The search for a “solution” was elusive. 

While approaches such as that of Vollhardt (2009a) deeply impressed me because of 

their peace-building potential, I realised that even they would not be acceptable to 

many victims and at any rate, would not be likely to produce effect sizes of any great 

magnitude. Perhaps, I thought, a critical approach might solve my problem. Yet as 1 

pondered this, 1 realised that unlike other issues such as racism or prejudice, I could 

not take a clear position on who was to be critiqued and who was to be supported. 

Nevertheless, the critical approach offered in Critical Discourse Analysis furnished 

tools such as topoi analysis (Reisigl & Wodak, 2009) and metaphor analysis 

(Charteris-Black, 2004; Hart, 2008) which I was able to use. In the end, it was the 

approach offered by Billig (1987) which suggested that a rhetorical perspective on 

victimhood would integrate many different strands of thought relating to the issue.

As 1 worked to link my ideas together in a rhetorical framework 1 knew that 1 would 

need to speak to victims themselves to see the presence of rhetorical flexibility 

within their own discourse. This prompted the focus groups and interviews in 

Chapters 7 and 8. As 1 approached these discussions, 1 had two major concerns: 

firstly, 1 had to be careful to manage my self-presentation in order to gain access to 

these groups (which are difficult to access). Secondly, I had to manage my self

presentation in order to facilitate openness among the participants and to avoid 

excessive impression management. This meant that when I approached the groups, 1 

had to avoid explicitly articulating my research question. It also meant that 1 had to 

be careful about the background information I revealed about myself. For one group,

I was only able to gain access when I acknowledged my Protestant background. For 

others, I had to be careful to leave this information undisclosed lest 1 provoke overt 

impression management. I also found my position on some issues shifting throughout 

and between conversations to the extent that I should be considered just as much a 

participant in rhetorical flexibility as any of the other discussants. While I could go 

into these issues in more detail, at present I will forego further discussion until 

Chapter 7 where I offer empirical support for my own impression management and 

interviewer orientation.
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Having written the thesis I feel that I have gained a deeper understanding of 

victimhood - but it has not been the understanding I hoped for. As I remarked earlier,

I had hoped to offer some kind of solution or helpful intervention. I can offer neither. 

But I can offer a helpful perspective on how victimhood functions both in micro

contexts (such as conversations) and macro-contexts (society more broadly). It may 

seem at times as if 1 am being cynical about victimhood and to some extent 1 am 

wary of claims to victimhood having seen how they function rhetorically. This must 

not be mistaken for a lack of concern for victims. As I talked with victims, read and 

listened to their stories, I was often deeply moved by stories of deep personal loss 

and tragedy. I feel deeply for these victims. On the other hand, 1 care for the future of 

Northern Ireland and fear that some victimhood rhetoric threatens to pull Northern 

Ireland back into a cycle of revenge. I find it difficult to manage that tension and 

suspect that 1 am as much a victim of ideological dilemmas as an identifier of them.

This then, is a brief summary of my own experience and background in writing this 

thesis. The process has been enlightening yet troubling because 1 find it difficult to 

see a way to break the impasse between different victim groups and between peace 

and justice. This thesis is thus offered as a way of understanding victimhood - but 

not yet a solution.
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3 Constructing the nature of victimhood in newspapers

3.1 Introduction

Talk about victims is not uncommon in Northern Ireland. Frequently, some event 

arises that provokes such talk. Perhaps a parade is taking place and it is argued that it 

will offend victims. Or perhaps it is the anniversary of some terrible event and 

victims are at the forefront of media attention. Either way, public consciousness of 

victimhood is often raised through the media. It is important therefore to consider the 

very public role of the media in constructing and using victimhood.

3.1.1 Newspaper analysis

Because this is a psychology thesis and not a media studies thesis, the question needs 

to be raised, “Why study newspapers?” Ultimately this is related to the question of 

“What is a victim?” The constitution of a victim is not a merely private matter. 

Victims are constructed publicly through mass media as well as through private 

thoughts and interactions with others. Social psychology is not the study of merely 

private cognitions but of the individual's words and behaviours in relationship with 

others. In essence, newspaper reports are the speech of an individual who is writing 

for a group of readers who will read and respond to what has been said. Thus social 

psychologists can maintain a legitimate interest in what is said by journalists, how it 

is said, why it is said, and the potential effects of what has been said.

Another reason to study newspapers is because newspapers are public sources. 

Victimhood is socially constructed and while we will look at the talk of victims 

themselves in a later study, this study looks at how public discourse is used to 

construct victimhood. If most of our knowledge of the social world is mediated 

through discourse, then one of the key mediators should be considered (Potter & 

Wetherell, 1987, p. 174). Newspapers are also powerful sources. This does not mean 

that readers are mindless recipients of all information they receive from newspapers. 

But it does mean that newspapers are accorded a powerful role in society. People can 

make comments such as, “We read about it all the time in the newspapers” or “The 

newspaper said...” (Van Dijk, 1991, p. 7). In this way, newspaper reports can 

function as support for a person’s argument.
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In contrast to the work of Van Dijk (1991) and Perales (2009) into racism and 

nationalism respectively, this research cannot talk about “elites” who control the 

production of attitudes towards victims. Such research can point out, for example, 

that newspaper editors and journalists are predominantly white and thus pre-existing 

inequality is perpetuated through newspaper discourse. However, in Northern Ireland 

there is no elite control of media stemming from only one side (either Protestant or 

Catholic). Both sides have their own newspapers which vary in their views. This 

means that in some sense we can talk about “elites” within the separate communities 

who influence discourse but not of a group which straddles both sides. The discourse 

on victimhood in newspapers overall is often characterised by diversity rather than 

hegemony. This is why no hegemonic role can be accorded to newspapers in this 

research. But while newspapers do not control public opinion, they are used as a 

powerful source of information as they disseminate stories about victims which 

construct victims.

There are other advantages to using newspaper stories. Firstly, they can be located at 

a specific time and related to specific events so that they do not appear as 

decontextualised discourse. Secondly, they are easily accessible and large amounts of 

data can be gathered easily. Thirdly, they cover a wide variety of positions so that a 

diversity of discourses can be studied. These provide additional justification for 

using newspapers in this study.

3.1.2 What is a victim?

Before we get to the analysis in which we consider how victims are constructed by 

newspapers, we should consider how other research and scholarly literature has 

answered this question. Some literature simply ignores the question and assumes that 

everyone knows what a victim is. However, this ignores “social meanings” attached 

to the term “victim” against other terms such as injured or handicapped (Ben-David, 

2000). Ben-David (2000) overviews a range of different approaches to the question 

of, “Who is a victim?” She points to a positivist strand which seeks to impose a 

definition regardless of whether individuals accept it or not (Landau & Freeman- 

Longo, 1990). Another strand suggests a radical approach which sees offenders as 

victims of oppression of various kinds (Miers, 1989). Ben-David herself suggests a 

“victim’s victimology” which prioritises the voices of those who identify as victims.
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While this research comes primarily from victimology which is a subset of 

criminology, it is still useful for our purposes. It shows that there are diverse 

opinions regarding what a victim is and they are rooted in ideological systems.

Bar-Tal et al. (2009) come from a social-psychological perspective in which they 

suggest criteria for the “emergence” of victimhood. They quote Sykes (1992) who 

suggests that victims will define themselves as such if they believe that have been 

harmed, they were not responsible, they could not stop it and that they were morally 

right. They also argue that victims may experience harm directly or indirectly and as 

a result of the latter, a sense of collective victimhood may emerge. But Bar-Tal et al. 

(2009) are aware of the socially constructed nature of what a victim is and observe 

that this may change depending on the cultural circumstances.

Not only does culture affect what the term “victim” means, but who uses it, when 

they use it and why they use it are all important factors (Meredith, 2009). Meredith 

(2009) proposes that the term victim can be understood both as an adjective and as a 

noun. As an adjective it refers to the experience of harm which has been suffered by 

certain individuals. As a noun it refers to the identity which is either used by victims 

or ascribed by others. The identity of “victim” denotes personal perceptions, feelings 

and interests (p.261). The latter aspect is particularly interesting because it highlights 

that victimhood can be used to accomplish certain tasks.

There are of course legal definitions of victims which describe what a victim is. 

Bloomfield et al. (2003, p. 57) give examples from UN declarations, International 

Criminal Court documents and the report of the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission in South Africa. Each of these definitions mentions harm done to the 

individual in relation to some standard or law or human rights. More locally, the 

Victims and Survivors Order (NI) 2006 offered a definition of a victim which is 

similar to the aforementioned definitions. However, the legal definition is not our 

topic of interest except insofar as it enters public discourse.

Whether it is a legal definition, a sociological definition or a psychological 

definition, any definition of what a victim is will be based on ideological 

assumptions. Sometimes these assumptions will be shared in society but sometimes 

they will be contested. Either way, the definitions are functional. Legal definitions
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are formed to be precise and useful in the administration of law. Sociological 

definitions are formed to make arguments about the way society functions. 

Psychological definitions are formed to make arguments about the mental state of 

victims and how they should be treated. These are broad-brush strokes at showing 

how they are functional but they illustrate the point well. If such definitions are 

functional, the definitions used in society will also be functional. They may not be 

homogenous and they may well vary according to the rhetorical context but 

nevertheless, they will be used by different groups to accomplish rhetorical tasks.

Having considered briefly how some scholars have thought of the definition of what 

a victim is, we should acknowledge that any definition of a victim is not neutral. But 

this understanding of lack of neutrality and functionality of victim-definitions is in 

itself interesting. It gives us an opportunity to explore how these different 

constructions of victimhood function.

3.1.3 Metaphor analysis

At this stage we come across a problem. People do not explicitly define the nature of 

victimhood in their everyday talk. Academics do it to limit their boundaries and to 

facilitate research. Legal scholars do it to assist legal processes. But ordinary 

conversations, newspapers reports and other literature do not often define it. Rather, 

it is assumed that everyone knows what a victim is. At the same time, this common 

knowledge as to what a victim is might throw us off the track of exploring how 

everyone knows what a victim is - or how it is constructed in everyday talk.

The word “victim” is identified by the Oxford English Dictionary as coming from the 

Latin “victima” which means “a sacrificial animal” (Oxford English Dictionary 

Online, 2013). Indeed, for a long time this was the primary of the word in English. 

Somehow the word got picked up and used to refer to anyone who was harmed or 

killed in a violent act. What is interesting about this is that the understanding of what 

a “victim” was originally came by way of analogy. The violent killing of an innocent 

animal served as a vivid metaphor for what happened when an innocent person was 

killed violently at the hands of another.

It would be a stretch to imagine that when people use the term “victim” nowadays 

that they are consciously alluding to sacrificial practices. However, they do continue
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to use metaphors. Victims are “burdened”, “stuck in the past”, “struggling” and 

“oppressed”. The source-domains for these metaphors may have changed but the fact 

that victimhood is understood and constructed in terms of metaphor has not changed.

1 propose therefore that the definition of a victim is implicitly (and sometimes 

explicitly) constructed through the use of metaphors. Newspapers, politicians and 

ordinary people use metaphors to construct victims in a way which offers a kind of 

“visual definition” for what a victim is. In using these metaphors, people are engaged 

in rhetorical tasks - trying to argue things for, against and about victims. Of course, 

there are other ways in which the victim is constructed. The list provided by Reisigl 

& Wodak (2009) gives a survey of different ways this could occur. For example, we 

could analyse membership categorisation devices, synonyms, verbs, adjectives or 

collocations among other features. While 1 could have analysed these with profit 1 

decided to focus in on metaphors to enable more detailed analysis of how this 

particular device is used to construct victims. Analysis of the metaphors which are 

used will help to understand how victimhood is constructed in Northern Ireland.

Since the seminal work by Lakoff & Johnson (1980) on conceptual metaphors and 

cognitive semantics, the role of metaphor in constraining and shaping the way we 

think has increasingly been recognised. For Lakoff and Johnson, metaphors are not 

simply interesting linguistic features that add colour to everyday language, but 

function as vital linguistic tools that structure perception, cognition and action. 

Because many concepts in life can be difficult to understand, Lakoff and Johnson 

argue that metaphors provide a simpler and more concrete way of understanding 

them. But along with this increased simplicity, metaphors also provide a way of 

highlighting certain features of a thing while backgrounding or excluding others. 

This highlighting or backgrounding is often used by those in power to impose their 

construction of things.

This use of metaphors as a powerful tool for shaping reality is picked up in Critical 

Metaphor Analysis (Charteris-Black, 2004). In the tradition of critical theory he 

extends these ideas into the exploration of the role of metaphor in perpetuating 

ideology through its construction of social situations. For Charteris-Black, metaphors 

often take on a persuasive function which is not always transparent (p. 9) and by 

adopting certain metaphors which are acceptable ways of expressing certain views.



71

legitimacy can be bestowed on views by adopting metaphors from acceptable 

discourse.

Critical metaphor theory (Charteris-Black, 2004) suggests that metaphors have three 

levels that operate at the same time with different emphases in different contexts. 

These levels are linguistic (reification of an abstract concept, personification of an 

inanimate object, or depersonification of something animate), pragmatic (related to 

the goals of the metaphor choice) and cognitive (related to the transference of 

features from one domain to another through the use of conceptual metaphor).

Previous research in the area of metaphor analysis has also confirmed its utility in 

understanding the construction of social objects, events and processes. For example, 

Todoli (2007) explores the use of conventional metaphors such as “sanitizing” to 

refer to urban redevelopment and examines their role in mystifying reality 

(mystification being the process of hiding or backgrounding features of reality). 

Charteris-Black (2004) examined how “container” and “pressure” metaphors 

combine in political discourse about immigration to function as a persuasive strategy 

to argue for the need to reduce immigration. Another study by Cameron (2007) 

explores the discussions between an IRA bomber and victim and discusses the use of 

metaphor and how it is negotiated in dialogue to construct a consensual framework 

for understanding reconciliation.

Clearly, the analysis of metaphor is useful in understanding the social construction of 

something. However, certain points need to be raised about pitfalls and 

recommendations for analysing metaphor. Firstly, metaphors should not be seen 

divorced from the context in which they are used (Charteris-Black, 2004). They have 

to be understood from a pragmatic or rhetorical perspective in which their meaning 

and function is grounded in the context in which they are used. Thus a mere “content 

analytic” approach to metaphors would be theoretically underdeveloped. Secondly, 

conceptual metaphor theory (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980) created a dualism between 

mind and language that saw metaphors primarily in terms of constructing cognition. 

Such a dualism is not easily sustainable and is best avoided (Gergen, 2008). Thirdly, 

a distinction can be made between “live” and “dead” metaphors. Metaphors which 

have passed into common usage may not be perceived as metaphors. Thus “victim” 

no longer carries the connotation of the violent sacrifice of an innocent animal.
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However, as Billig & MacMillan (2005) points out, a metaphor may be vivified 

through unpicking the metaphor and using it in a fresh way. Someone might say, for 

example, that victims have been “sacrificed on the altar of public opinion” and thus 

reactivate the metaphor. The mere frequency of a metaphor usage does not 

necessarily deaden its ability to be used in forceful new ways. Fourthly, the critical 

approach to metaphor use sometimes makes a distinction between what is “really” 

happening and what the metaphor is constructing. This relies on the assumption that 

the researcher has unmediated access to what is “really” happening and can reliably 

uncover how the metaphor is mystifying reality (Potter, 1996, p. 180). 1 will not 

make claims about what is “really” happening but I will seek to point out where a 

metaphor may be obscuring an alternative way of thinking about victimhood.

Applying this to the issue of victims means that by analysing metaphor use in 

relation to victims we can see what features of victimhood are made salient through 

the use of different metaphors; we can see how metaphors accomplish rhetorical 

work; and we can also see how wide-spread metaphor usage is linked to common

place understandings of what victimhood is. Theoretically this is useful because it 

fills in theoretical gaps. Bar-Tal et al. (2009, p. 233) explain that victimhood is a 

social construction that defines victimhood and legitimises it. Furthermore, it may 

vary across socio-political contexts. The question that must be asked though is, 

“How is it socially constructed? And how is it legitimised?” By furnishing empirical 

evidence that metaphors function to construct and legitimise victimhood, the gap in 

the research is filled. Analysing victim-metaphors also helps to explain how 

victimhood functions in society. If, for example, victims are constructed as burdened, 

then it helps us understand why there is a societal belief that victims must be helped. 

On the other hand, if victims are constructed as a burden, then it would help us 

understand why victims should be discarded as an essential part of “moving on”. 

And while this study will relate specifically to Northern Ireland, highlighting the 

ways metaphor are used in this context will provide a backdrop in which to see 

similarities and differences in other contexts.
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3.1.4 Context of the study

If we acknowledge the pragmatic nature of metaphors, then we have to see 

metaphor-use as situated within a particular context. Context can be defined on a 

variety of levels but 1 want to focus on the historical context of the study as it 

occurred in Northern Ireland. Talk about victims in Northern Ireland normally 

centres on some event which has or will take place. The everyday news will not 

generally mention victims unless they are important for the discussion of an event. 

For this study, I decided to focus my attention on one key event which occurred close 

to the start of this study: David Cameron’s apology for the events of Bloody Sunday. 

For further details about this event, the reader should consult the second chapter of 

this thesis. For our purposes here it is important to notice that victims become the 

centre of attention in many of the newspaper reports. Some newspapers talk about 

how the apology has helped victims; others about how it neglects other victims; and 

still others about how it has not done enough. In this broad context, the metaphors 

which are used will serve rhetorical functions for writers as they argue about whether 

the apology was good or not. They will help writers argue about what needs to be 

done for victims and how we should understand victims.

The study thus aims to examine newspapers published after David Cameron’s 

Bloody Sunday apology to see how metaphors are used to construct victimhood. The 

study will look at overall usages across newspapers but will be sensitive to the 

rhetorical context within each article.

3.2 Materials

The texts chosen for analysis were taken from the Lexis Nexis database using a 

search for articles published in the week following the Saville Inquiry (from the 15th 

to 21s1 June 2010) which had the words “Bloody Sunday” or “Saville Inquiry” and 

“Victim*” (the asterisk being a wildcard for any characters). The search was 

conducted for all National and local newspapers in the database. Following this, 

smaller newspapers were removed and the following newspapers were left (with 

brief and rough descriptions):

The Belfast Telegraph (34 articles). One of the most popular Northern Irish 

newspapers. It tends to represent a wide range of views.
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The Daily Mail (6 articles). A British centre-right newspaper.

The Daily Telegraph (10 articles). A British centre-right newspaper.

Derry Journal (4 articles). A local pro-nationalist newspaper.

Donegal Democrat (2 articles). An Irish pro-nationalist newspaper.

The Guardian (21 articles). A liberal, centre-left British newspaper.

The Independent (9 articles). An liberal, centre-left British newspaper.

The Irish Examiner (7 articles). A centrist Irish newspaper.

The Irish News (25 articles). A local pro-nationalist newspaper.

The Irish Post (1 article). A newspaper for the Irish community in Britain.

The Londonderry Sentinel (5 articles). A local Unionist newspaper.

The Mirror/Daily Mirror (16 articles). A British left-wing tabloid.

The News Letter (19 articles). A Unionist local newspaper.

The Sun (12 articles). A British populist tabloid.

The Times (11 articles). A British centre-right newspaper.

In total this made 182 articles for analysis.

3.3 Analytic Approach

Many words which are in common usage were at one stage metaphorical and so 

many words could potentially be identified as metaphorical. With some words (such 

as “journey”), identifying the metaphor is straightforward. This is especially so when 

the meaning of the word is clearly incongruous with the context in which it appears 

(Cameron et ah, 2009). Thus “a victim who travels a long journey to achieve justice” 

is unlikely to have physically travelled a long distance for this purpose, making the 

word “journey” an instance of metaphor. With other words it is more difficult to 

decide whether they are metaphorical or not. When a victim is “given” justice, is this 

“giving” a metaphor since no physical entity is transferred? Or is it so embedded in 

the English language that no other word could be used? So while some metaphors are 

easy to identify, others are much harder. Cameron (2007, p. 203) suggests that in 

identifying metaphors, “the main criterion is that there is a more concrete or basic 

meaning of the Vehicle that contrasts with, and contributes to, the use of the word or 

phrase in the discourse context.” Charteris-Black (2004, p. 22) posits that a metaphor 

can be identified based on “semantic tension” in the text. Neither of these 

suggestions are entirely concrete and both require some degree of subjective
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discernment on the part of the analyst. But both are clear that a metaphor can be 

identified when a word is used from a different “domain” in discussing a certain 

concept. Thus a word transferred from a different domain to identify or describe a 

concept is a metaphor.

Potter (1996) objects to making a hard distinction between metaphorical and non- 

metaphorical uses of language. His objection seems to react primarily against the 

idea that metaphors are performative in contrast to literal descriptions which are 

merely descriptive. To some extent, Lakoff s writings could be read as arguing that 

metaphors are doing the real work in discourse - backgrounding some information, 

selecting other pieces and assembling them into a persuasive metaphor. Ordinary 

language then, simply does not have this potential because it is factual and 

descriptive. It is this kind of view that Potter reacts to. But to argue that no 

distinction can be made between metaphors and more literal language is too extreme 

a position and is not one that Potter would argue for. What he does argue is that it is 

difficult to make distinctions. However, this objection could be levelled at almost 

any concept where the boundaries are less than clear. Despite the difficulties, 1 think 

it is worthwhile to examine metaphors and especially so in this context. As argued 

above, metaphors function as everyday ways of constructing victimhood and 

descriptions are rarely used. Consequently, studying them is a fruitful activity.

Some metaphors are on the boundaries of the concept of “metaphor” and can be 

identified in words such as “seek” in the phrase “seek an apology” and “see” in the 

sense of “see the truth”. While such words could have been excluded, 1 have tried to 

identify as many metaphors as possible at the first stage of the analysis (without 

studying etymology or word-history).

In this first stage, I used qualitative data analysis software (NVivo) to code the 

metaphors. Each article was read carefully and all apparent metaphors were coded at 

the lowest level. This meant that words like “climb”, “walk” and “closure” were all 

coded separately under those labels. These individual metaphors can be referred to as 

“tokens” (Musolff, 2004, p. 9). According to Conceptual Metaphor Theory (Lakoff, 

1993), metaphors can then be grouped into higher order categories which represent 

cognitive structures of understanding. While avoiding inferring cognitive structure, I
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agree that these metaphors can be grouped into higher order categories or “types” 

(Musolff, 2004).

The higher order category of metaphors can be deduced by exploring the semantic 

similarity between each of the metaphors to see if they can be related to each other. 

Fundamentally, this idea is similar to that in thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 

2006) where the analyst seeks to move from subthemes to themes or from semantic 

themes to latent themes. This is sometimes an iterative process where the analyst 

attempts to group the themes and subthemes together in different ways until the 

themes fit the data. Similarly, in metaphor analysis, the analyst has to explore the 

conceptual links between separate metaphors to see if they centre around a common 

idea. Drawing on the examples mentioned in the previous paragraph, the metaphors 

of “journey”, “climbing” and “closure” were all grouped together as “journey” 

metaphors.

The example of “closure” is a good one because it is not immediately transparent 

how this fits into the category of “journey”. Would it not fit better into the category 

of “book” or “reading”? Here three points can be made. Firstly, the context of the 

usage can provide clues as to the grouping of the metaphor. When a search leads to 

closure or when you go somewhere without closure, the metaphor can be construed 

in terms of a journey which has concluded. When it is used in terms of “closing a 

book”, the metaphor then is linked to the domain of books. The context provides 

clues as to how to categorise the metaphor. Secondly, categories will always have 

fuzzy edges and it will not always be possible to limit a metaphor to only one 

category (Musolff, 2004, p. 11). Closure can potentially fall into both “book” and 

“journey” categories. Thirdly, and related to the previous point, words can often be 

used flexibly with a range of meanings. This is what linguists refer to as 

“indeterminacy” of meaning and this is apparent in regard to metaphors (Reyna, 

1996). A metaphor can draw from a range of backgrounds which have the potential 

to be picked up by interlocutors who interrogate or adapt the metaphors used by 

others. How then should the analyst group the metaphor of “closure”? In this study, I 

have tried to follow the meaning expressed by the text and if on occasions, the 

meaning seems to overlap two domains, the metaphor has been grouped into both of
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those domains. Consequently, “closure” metaphors appear in the “book” domain and 

in the “journey” domain.

As these metaphors were grouped according to source domains, the labels for these 

source domains were refined. After this process of categorisation, sometimes more 

abstract categories could have been proposed. For example, eating, image, dialogue 

and music could all have been grouped into a “perception” category. Nonetheless, 1 

chose to leave them at this level because at the analytic stage they would need to 

have been dealt with separately because they each evoke quite different ideas.

After metaphors were identified and coded, a list was prepared of the various source 

domains along with examples. Entries which did not directly relate to constructing 

victims were removed (e.g. metaphors relating more broadly to the Inquiry). Rather 

than spend time analysing each one, key domains have been chosen to show how 

these domains are used to structure the concept of victimhood. Extracts are cited 

from the articles to show how these metaphors function within their context. These 

domain categories are not intended to be viewed as mutually exclusive but rather as 

helpful analytic categories which allow different aspects of the metaphorical use of 

language to be explored.

3.4 Analysis

In the table below, I list the range of source domains that were identified and 

examples of metaphor use from that domain.

Table 1: Source domains and examples of metaphor use in newspaper corpus 

Source Domain Metaphor

Book “It will hopefully close one chapter for the Bloody Sunday

Eating

Destruction

Dialogue

families” (The Independent)

“His mother was so broken that her family feared letting her 

out of the house” (The Guardian)

“they may find themselves lonely voices once again” (The 

Times)

“the truth about Bloody Sunday has brought relief and 

succour to the families” (The Mirror)
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Financial

Force

Freedom

Game/Competition

FI eight

Image

Journey

Medical

Music

Personification

Religion

Weather

“that is not to say that people of this viewpoint value the lives 

of the victims any less” {Irish News)

“courageous, moving pressure by the victims' families” (The 

Independent)

“If the truth comes out it will set me free." (The Times) 

“long-suffering people finally awarded the vindication” (The 

Guardian)

“a danger of creating a ‘hierarchy of victims’.” (The 

Independent)

“deaths are portrayed by some as being less worthy of grief.” 

(Belfast Telegraph)

“Throughout their journey they have had the strong support” 

(News Letter)

Climbing

“ ‘Everest’ had at last been climbed" (Irish News)

Burden

"borne the loss of their massacred relatives” (Irish News) 

Open/Close

“Her parents have gone to their graves without closure." 

(Londonderry Sentinel)

“Findings will heal wounds” (Irish Examiner)

“have any resonance beyond the immediate relatives” (News 

Letter)

“families and individuals being held in the vicious grip of its 

past" (The Guardian)

"enshrine the principle that victims and survivors who seek it 

must be given the right to information” (Belfast Telegraph) 

“their spirits were uplifted by the heat of the truth” (Irish 

News)

It would be exhausting for us to examine each of these source domains in detail so I 

have chosen four key domains that are important in constructing victimhood: 

Victimhood as a journey, as image, as competition and as injury. In the analysis of
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these domains I will offer extracts from the articles to show the actual use of these 

metaphors and the function they serve in constructing what a victim is. Any italics in 

the articles are my own and indicate the location of the metaphors.

3.4.1 Journey metaphors

One of the most extensively used metaphors is victimhood is a journey. Journey 

metaphors have been noted frequently in other discursive research and have been 

used to frame reconciliation talk (Cameron, 2007), talk about arguments (Lakoff & 

Johnson, 1980, p. 90) and the concept of progress in political manifestos (Charteris- 

Black, 2004). Journey metaphors incorporate notions of progress, change, the events 

along the journey and the goal of the journey. Other notions can be incorporated as 

well and various elements can be backgrounded depending on the rhetorical function 

of the metaphor use. Charteris-Black (2005) notes that the rhetorical purpose of 

journey metaphors can be to “create solidarity in order that positively evaluated 

purposes may be successfully attained.” (p. 46). That idea is prominent in the current 

selection of articles when the journey metaphor is used to construct victimhood as a 

journey in order to evoke feelings of sympathy and a willingness to assist the victims 

on their journey.

3.4.1.1 Victims climb mountains

To do this, one of the instances of a journey metaphor conceives of victimhood as 

climbing. As can be seen in the following quotation, the construction of victimhood 

as a climbing journey allows the incorporation of notions such as struggle, difficulty, 

pain and finally, the summit of the mountain which is the goal of the journey. The 

article is entitled, “Saville’s truth brings hope of justice for other victims” and 

thereby clearly identifies the recipients of the apology as “victims”.

“‘Everest’ had at last been climbed and its summit conquered by a group of 

people and their supporters who had only their willpower to carry them 

through the darkest of years.” {Irish News, 17 June 2010)

The use of the term “Everest” to describe the task is a novel metaphor and the aim is 

to describe the intense effort that was required to achieve justice. The intensity of the 

task allows for equally intense emotions to be ascribed to the victims: they “smiled 

with delight”, were “ecstatic” and had “joy” on their faces. The metaphor thus
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encourages the reader to feel joy at the intense “climb” which has been 

accomplished.

3.4.1.2 Victims face obstacles

One feature that appears frequently in metaphors from the domain of journeys is the 

idea that on a journey various obstacles are encountered. By using this metaphor and 

constructing certain events as obstacles, the persuasive function of the metaphor is to 

argue that certain events and situations are hindering progress and should be 

removed or dealt with. Repeatedly, victims say that they “moved the mountain”:

“Jimmy Duddy had one simple message for his uncle Johnny as he returned 

to his graveside in Derry's city cemetery yesterday: ‘We moved the 

mountain.’” {Irish News, 17 June 2010)

While one cannot be absolutely clear where this expression comes from, it may come 

from the Biblical record in Matthew 17:20 which refers to faith having the potential 

to move mountains or perhaps it is a proverbial allusion to Francis Bacon’s 

statement, “If the hill will not come to Mahomet, Mahomet will go to the hill.” 

(Bacon, 1627, p. 24). Either way, the allusion is to insurmountable obstacles which 

have been traversed by the victims. Links are also made with the progress of other 

victims in other situations across the world and their situation is likewise constructed 

as a journey fraught with obstacles:

“1 hope that goes out to victims all over the world - if it takes 30 years or 38 

years you can move the mountain.” {Irish News, 17 June 2010)

The insurmountability of a “mountain” constructs seemingly impossible challenges 

for victims. In the article above, the writer uses the metaphor to encourage other 

victims to confront their seemingly-impossible challenges.

3.4.1.3 Victims can clt oose aven ues

Key to the notion of any journey is the idea that different paths can be taken at 

different points in the journey. These different paths are often referred to as being 

“opened” or “closed” due to some event or the actions of a party. When these opened 

ways are presented, people must make the choice about which way they are going to 

take. Reg Empey, quoted in the Mirror, says,
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“Some may wish to continue down various legal avenues, while others may 

feel that they are now satisfied and can gel on with their lives.” {The Mirror, 

16 June 2010)

Thus the paths are presented by Reg Empey as being opposites. The “various legal 

avenues” are presented as options but there is an implicit antithesis between those 

who “get on” with their lives and are “satisfied” and those who take the paths to legal 

action and are presumably dissatisfied. Most interesting is the verb “wish” which 

argues that the decision that victims make is a choice. If victims are not satisfied it is 

because they “wish” to remain unsatisfied. The metaphor thus presents options to 

victims and implicitly argues for an appropriate response of being “satisfied”.

3.4.1.4 Victims have a burden

The metaphor which identifies victims as having a burden draws on the conceptual 

domain of carrying a heavy object along a journey and can evoke notions of strain, 

difficulty and the need for help in order to receive rest. This construction creates a 

construction of victimhood in which the difficulty is emphasised and obligation is 

often placed on others to help to relieve the burden.

In an op-ed for The Mirror, the MP for the area in which Derry is situated, Mark 

Durkan, wrote about the burden of injustice:

“If the publication of the Saville Report offers the healing of history in Derry 

and Ireland, we also wish that it will speak hope to those in other parts of the 

world who are burdened by injustice, conflict and the transgressions of 

unaccountable power.

We care deeply for other victims and we want truth and justice for them too.” 

{The Mirror, 17 June 2010)

In saying this, Durkan constructs victims as those who are burden by injustice. In 

saying this, he argues that victims are needy and thus it is appropriate that “we care 

deeply for other victims”. The necessity of care is invoked because of the metaphor 

used and so it is clear that the metaphor argues for appropriate action.
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3.4.1.5 Victims are search ing

The concept of victimhood as a search also plays a large part in the metaphorical 

construction of victimhood. The victims are constructed as searching for truth, justice 

and acknowledgement along the journey on which they are on:

“I wish closure and peace for those united in search of truth” (Irish News, 15 

June 2010)

This kind of construction helps to construct victims as people who are in need of help 

and assistance. A “search” is difficult and the goal (“truth”) is admirable therefore it 

is right for the writer to “wish closure and peace” upon the victims.

In the News Letter, Peter Robinson is quoted as saying:

“I really do think that closure must mean closure and to say that you have 

searched for justice and truth was all that you wanted but you now want after 

38 years to see prosecutions, we have finished this chapter, we should close 

the book and move on as a society and get the healing that is so much 

needed.” (Peter Robinson quoted in The News Letter, 17 June 2010)

However, by invoking the metaphor of searching, he uses it to argue that once the 

search is completed, then that specific part of the journey has finished and should be 

ended. Because a “search” has its conclusion in “finding” what was being search for, 

this allows Robinson to argue that the “search” that defined the victims must now be 

closed.

Metaphors can therefore be used in different ways by different groups. One group 

uses it to construct the victims in an admirable pursuit while another uses it to argue 

that once the achieved goal has been reached, they should not search for truth or 

justice any more.

3.4.1.6 Victims are waiting

Victimhood is also constructed as waiting for truth, justice and acknowledgement. 

The source of the metaphor of “waiting” comes from the idea of remaining 

physically stationary pending some event. The construction of victimhood as waiting 

argues not only that the victims should be given what is necessary to move on, but
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also it creates an image of the victims as helpless since they cannot move on without 

their needs being addressed:

“For the victims of Bloody Sunday it has been a long torturous wait for 

answers.” {The Sun, 15 June 2010)

This construction of victimhood is applied equally to unionist and nationalist victims 

and the unionist William Frazer uses it to describe victims on the unionist side of the 

community:

“Thousands of other victims still waiting for justice, says campaigner” 

{Belfast Telegraph, 16 June 2010)

The metaphor helps to construct the relationships between victims and others in that 

victims are constructed as waiting for their needs to be met by another party. The 

powerless nature of the victim construction reinforces the idea that victims need to 

receive help from others and their needs must be addressed.

3.4.1.7 Summary of journey metaphors

In discussing these metaphors I have deliberately confined myself to metaphors 

which refer to victims. There were other uses of journey metaphors relating to 

society in general and the Saville Inquiry that are interesting but had to be passed 

over to retain focus on victims. In discussing these particular metaphors coming from 

the domain of journeys, 1 have argued that there are numerous metaphors which can 

fall into this domain. Victims can be said to climb mountains for example. In saying 

this, the writer argues for the immensity of the achievement of the Bloody Sunday 

victims and argues for intense emotional celebration. At other times, victims can be 

described as “burdened” and this argues for the need of the reader to offer help - at 

least in terms of their sympathy. At still other times, victims can be said to be 

searching. But this can be turned around to argue that once victims get what they are 

searching for, they must cease searching. In each of these examples it can be seen 

that the use of metaphors to talk about victims is functional.

One aspect of difference that appears in these metaphors is along the dimension of 

activity-passivity. Some metaphors are very active (e.g. climbing mountains) and 

others are very passive (e.g. waiting). This helps us understand the complex nature of
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victimhood. Being a victim is not always constructed as being passive and 

disempowering (contra Meredith (2009)). It really depends on what the rhetorical 

goal of the speaker is. At times the speaker may want to emphasise the passivity of 

victims in order to stress the responsibility of another party to help. Or at times they 

may wish to stress the power and courage of victims by showing what they have 

achieved despite the odds being arrayed against them.

Another point worth mentioning is that constructions of victimhood as expressed 

through metaphors are not neutral. A victim “searching” for truth may seem fairly 

neutral but when that is developed to argue that when truth is revealed there must be 

no more searching, the ideological implications of metaphors become apparent.

3.4.2 Image Metaphors

The metaphorical use of painting terminology and imaging terminology features 

prominently in the discourse surrounding victimhood. Victims are “portrayed” in 

public discourse and sometimes they are not pleased with their portrayal. The use of 

“portrayal” metaphors provides a way of talking about accounts in a way which 

maximises the “portrayer’s” role in constructing the account. The subsequent 

“portrayal” can then be dismissed on the basis that the one doing the portraying has 

been inaccurate. The Widgery Tribunal which suggested guilt on the part of some 

victims thus left a “tinge of guilt” over the victims which was inaccurate:

“The tinge of guilt that hung over them since 1972 has disappeared.” {The 

Guardian, 16 June 2010)

So one of the goals of the victims’ families is to remove that tinge and to clear the 

names of their dead relatives:

“Bishop Good said yesterday: T was struck by the depth of their distress, 

their desire to see the names of their loved ones cleared and their plea that 

key conclusions of Widgery be shown conclusively to be inaccurate and 

unhelpful.’” {The Mirror, 16 June 2010)

While the victims’ families desire to clear their loved ones image, the result of the 

negative portrayal of some victims who come from a nationalist and republican 

background has meant that some victims are portrayed as less worthy of grief:
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“We have a societal duty, then, to address the needs of many other victims 

and survivors: to the unionist community in border regions, to the families of 

young British soldiers who cannot yet comprehend why their son died, to the 

republican families whose loved-ones’ deaths are portrayed by some as being 

less worthy of grief.” (Belfast Telegraph, 18 June 2010)

In this quotation, the persuasive nature of metaphor is apparent. The reader is 

positioned against the “some” who portray victims in a way that makes them less 

worthy of grief and is thus encouraged to reject that portrayal. They are told that they 

have a “societal duty” because of this negative portrayal.

For unionist victims, image is also an important metaphor but because unionist 

victims do not have the associated damage to their reputation as a result of official 

inquiries such as the Widgery Tribunal, usage here focuses on portraying the 

situations that surround victimhood rather than the victims themselves. Gregory 

Campbell furnishes an example of this when he writes that,

“The events of 1969/70/71 are often air-brushed from the narrative of the 

Troubles, with many claiming that it was Bloody Sunday that provoked 

republican terror against the security forces and ordinary unionists.

If the Report does not accurately portray this as being the backdrop against 

which soldiers prepared for the day it starts from the wrong base and can only 

end in the wrong conclusion.” (The Londonderry Sentinel, 17 June 2010)

Campbell argues that without an accurate portrayal of the events in the background 

of Bloody Sunday, the actual event itself cannot be understood. By adopting an 

image metaphor, he highlights the idea that the background should be portrayed 

accurately.

Image metaphors are useful in constructing victimhood because they place the 

responsibility of negative portrayals on the one who is doing the portrayal. It can 

then be argued that there is a “societal responsibility” to care for victims who have 

been badly portrayed. In a sense, image metaphors function as a form of lay-social- 

constructionism in which people argue about “constructions” using the language of 

“portrayals”. The key difference is that the writers are not relativists and thus argue
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that “portrayals” should match the truth. Otherwise, action should be taken to correct 

the situation. This understanding should guard against the idea that non-academics 

are naive language users. They are not (at least in this case) at the mercy of 

hegemonic narratives or metaphors (contra Lakoff (2002, pp. 4-5)) but use the 

metaphor of “portrayal” to argue that people actively construct the identity of victims 

and their circumstances.

3.4.3 Competitive Metaphors

Another interesting set of metaphors for victimhood describe it as competitive or 

warlike. In a war or competition there are clearly defined sides. Stereotypically in a 

war there are those who are “good” and those who are “bad” and the war is usually 

fought over some cause and for some goal. Such features have been recognised in 

other discourse such as politics (Charteris-Black, 2005, p. 3) and these are just some 

of the features of a common notion of war that are used to construct victimhood. 

Northern Ireland was once at a stage in which civil war would have perhaps been a 

good description of the situation, but with the 1998 peace agreement, a “post- 

conflict” society has emerged. Notwithstanding this, the metaphorical concept of a 

war may still fought despite the literal war having ended. Victimhood in particular is 

often constructed as a site of struggle:

“The British and Northern Irish governments still face the daunting challenge 

of how to avoid Northern Ireland being constantly dragged back into 

competitive and divisive struggles over victimhood.” {Independent Extra, 16 

June 2010)

The “competitive” struggles about victimhood are linked to the past and thus they 

cause the governments to be “dragged back”. In this way, the struggles of the past are 

constructed metaphorically in the present since they are “competitive and divisive”.

Relating specifically to the Bloody Sunday Inquiry, the press refer to the victims as 

“fighting for justice”:

“Jimmy beamed: "It was great to hear the truth. I hope that goes out to 

victims all over the world - if it takes 30 years or 38 years you can move the 

mountain."
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But after almost 40 years offighting for justice, Jimmy said he hoped military 

prosecution wouldn't involve the families.” (The Sun, 17 June 2010)

In this context, the metaphor is used to emphasise the weariness that comes through 

fighting. Because the victims had fought for “almost 40 years” and had achieved this 

victory, they are now too weary to continue to fight.

The metaphor of war also allows for the construction of the reasons for the fight. One 

reason is that the perpetrators took the memories of the victims captive:

“Not only were their lives taken, their innocent memory was then interned 

without truth by Widgery.” (The Mirror, 16 June 2010)

This rationale then explains why a metaphorical war must be fought- truth itself is at 

stake. The truth which has been “interned” and held captive must be released. The 

quotation above is taken from MP Mark Durkan’s speech in Parliament and having 

said that the victims’ “innocent memory was... interned”, this allows him to say that 

now, with the truth released, the families can “invoke the civil rights anthem 'We 

have overcome.’.” The language of “overcoming” comes from the conceptual 

domain of battle and thus the language of war is threaded together.

For the victims of Bloody Sunday then, the Saville Inquiry is constructed as a victory 

and as an occasion in which truth wins:

“Truth has won out for the victims of Bloody Sunday, the Nobel peace 

prizewinner John Hume has declared.” (The Guardian, 16 June 2010)

This construction of the Inquiry makes sense of the achievement of the Inquiry and 

also provides a sense of finality to the issue.

In their “campaign”, the victims are constructed by one writer as being standard- 

bearers (another war-like metaphor):

“It [a minute’s silence for all victims of the conflict] was perhaps a signalling, 

too, that those who have campaigned for 38 years for truth and 

acknowledgement of what happened on Bloody Sunday accepted the duty of 

standard-bearers for all victims and survivors of the conflict — regardless of 

who was responsible for their loss.” (Belfast Telegraph, 18 June 2010)
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Here the writer constructs the Bloody Sunday victims as standard-bearers who bear 

the metaphorical flag of representation for all victims. The writer uses this to argue 

that the day was about “compassion” and that their “campaign” was “to enshrine the 

principle that victims and survivors who seek it must be given the right to 

information, and to seek justice.” By doing this, the writer is careful to construct the 

campaign of the victims as non-sectarian and thus worthy of being embraced by both 

sides of the community. Thus the language of “campaigning” is used to face a 

common foe: those who repress justice.

This inclusive argument stands in marked contrast to the attitude of others who see 

the victory of the Bloody Sunday victims in a more narrow focus:

“The brother of a UDR man gunned down in the weeks leading up to Bloody 

Sunday has hit out at what he calls the ‘hierarchy of victims’.” {News Letter, 

15 June 2010)

The man is described as “hitting out” at the hierarchy of victims in a violent 

metaphor of retaliation. This kind of response constructs a kind of war between the 

two groups of victims with the focus being on the “hierarchy of victims”.

And while the Inquiry is constructed by many nationalist newspapers as the end of 

the struggle and as the decisive victory, others argue that the battle is still continuing 

with the Inquiry simply being a weapon in the battle rather than the victory:

“CUr Crawford says he regrets that not all victims have been treated equally 

and that ‘republicans never let things go’ if they think there is ‘mileage in 

something’ which can be used to attack the British.” {News Letter, 15 June 

2010)

The News Letter is a Unionist newspaper and often quotes from Unionist politicians 

to appeal to its audience. This quotation occurs in the context of talking about the 

Inquiry and the councillor constructs the Inquiry as an “attack” on the British. While 

it is not the victims doing the attacking, they are affiliated with the attackers and thus 

are involved in warfare. What the councillor says allows him to draw an implicit 

distinction between the Protestant victims who, according to the rest of the article,
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simply wait for “judgment from a higher authority” and the Republican victims who 

are implicated in an “attack” on the British.

We see from these metaphors that talking about victims as “fighting” and “winning” 

is a fairly conventional way of talking about victims. One could argue that because 

this is so conventionalised in other discourse (e.g. politics) that there is nothing 

remarkable in this use of competitive metaphors. To this I would make two 

responses. Firstly, even when metaphors are conventionalised, they still structure 

social life (i.e. victimhood becomes structured as competitive). Secondly, the 

conventional nature of some metaphors can mask more intentional discourse. For 

example, the conventionality of “declaring war” on anything from drugs to obesity 

may have masked George Bush’s more intentional declaration of “war on terrorism” 

after 9/11 (Billig & MacMillan, 2005). In the same way, while it is natural to talk 

about victims as a competition, it may at times be used to mask a more intentional 

effort at competition.

While it is natural to talk about victimhood in competitive language, the competition 

need not be between one group of victims and another. Perhaps there is a danger in 

labelling one type of victimhood as “competitive” (Noor et al., 2012) in that it 

obscures the competitive language of victimhood in many forms. Victims may “fight 

for justice” against the oppressor. Victims may “win” truth. They may even fight to 

secure the right to truth and justice for all victims and thus act as “standard-bearers” 

for them all. On the other hand, campaigns for truth may be an “attack” on the 

British. They may lead some to “hit out” at an hierarchy of victims. There is a 

plethora of ways to talk about the competitive nature of victimhood.

3.4.4 Injury metaphors

A metaphor domain which repeatedly occurs with reference to victimhood is the 

medical domain in which victimhood is injury. Even though it is so conventionalised, 

it shapes the way people talk about victimhood. The kind of victimhood experience 

by victims in intergroup conflict may be different from the kind of victimhood 

experience by victims of crime in which physical injury is often the key element. 

Flowever in the kind of victimhood being discussed here, all the notions of physical 

injury are transferred from the domain of physical injury to structure the victimhood 

in a similar way.
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In using this metaphor, victims are constructed as those who are suffering pain:

“Saville's devastating report ... used the language of innocence to help 

comfort the bruised and battered psyche of those whose 40-year memory 

contained so much hurt and pain." (Irish News, 17 June 2010)

In this quotation the wounds are defined in terms of emotional pain. The notion of 

pain and suffering appeals to basic human understanding of physical pain to explain 

the feeling of emotional pain in a way which encourages people to. sympathise even 

though they may not have had the same kind of experience as these victims. But the 

evocation of the idea of painful suffering also argues that wounds need to be healed 

and that victims have needs which must be met. Other articles then argue that it is the 

Saville Inquiry and David’s Cameron’s apology that are the needed healing:

“Taoiseach Brian Cowen said the report would help heal ‘gaping wounds’ of 

the injustice committed on Bloody Sunday.” (The Mirror, 16 June 2010)

Thus dealing with victimhood is constructed primarily in terms of healing wounds. 

This conception introduces a finality into the idea of dealing with victimhood in that 

once it is healed it is finished with. However, one writer introduces the notion of 

depths of healing:

“Saville missed the chance of deeper healing: seeing killers speak the truth.” 

(The Guardian, 16 June 2010)

And so the metaphor is extended by arguing that not all healing is equally effective 

and that there is more that can be done for the victims.

There is of course, a need to identify an agent responsible for the healing - a doctor 

figure who will heal the wound. For some, the agent is the personified Saville report, 

for others it is the apology from David Cameron, and for others it is political 

representatives who are responsible for the healing:

“Our political representatives are agreed that all victims and survivors of the 

conflict have a right to truth and justice, but have yet to formulate a 

prescription to address this ill." (Belfast Telegraph, 18 June 2010)
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The diagnosis of the condition (inability to obtain “a right to truth and justice”) is 

stated as a matter of consensus in order to focus attention on the necessity of meeting 

the need. The victims are sick and the politicians must find a way of making a 

prescription to solve the problem. By using this metaphor, there is also the 

implication that there is a cure and that it will finally cure the problem.

Unionist newspapers also employ injury metaphors to argue for the case of their 

victims:

“Tt brought back a lot of painful memories for people - it's been a very 

emotional day,’ Mr Frazer said.” (News Letter, 16 June 2010)

“The pain and grief of other families will wrongly be largely ignored today.” 

(Reg Empey writing in The News Letter, 15 June 2010)

Associated with metaphors of injury is the commonly accepted argument that 

suffering should be attended to. In this latter quotation, Reg Empey draws attention 

to the “pain” of other families to draw attention away from the Bloody Sunday 

victims. And in the former quotation, William Frazer argues that the Inquiry caused 

pain for other victims in order to draw attention to their current and uncured wounds. 

Thus even the very process of dealing with victimhood can be constructed as causing 

suffering for another set of victims to argue that they should receive help.

Injury metaphors draw on the familiar experience of suffering and the common-place 

argument that suffering should be attended to in constructing victimhood. This can 

be used to argue for the appropriateness of the Inquiry (because it heals) or even for 

the competitive purpose of gaining attention for other victims (because the Inquiry 

causes pain). It is also used to argue for the necessity of helping victims with the 

assurance that they can be helped and healed.

These metaphors are very conventional and as such, they may hide the constructed 

nature of pain in some of these texts. Pain is something which victims may feel 

because they see other victims getting what they want. As such, the harm may not be 

willingly afflicted but it is assumed (i.e. taken on) by the victim in order to make a 

rhetorical point: they need help. This means that the “healing” or help required is 

also constructed. It is not identical to a course of medication which will “cure” a
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sickness or “heal” a broken bone. There is far less subjectivity involved in physical 

healing than in the healing of victimhood. Consequently, “healing” may not 

necessarily ever take place for some victims - because there is always potential for 

some event to “hurt” the victims again.

3.4.5 An important distinction: the dead and their relatives.

In the analysis above I have been careful to only select metaphors where the referent 

was matched to the explicit word “victim(s)”. Although not all the extracts have the 

word “victim(s)” in them, the broader context of each extract explicitly makes the 

connection to the metaphor. A compelling case can only be made for metaphors 

constructing what a victim is if the word victim is used in the context. Otherwise I 

would be guilty of an a priori assumption of what a victim is and then reading 

various metaphors back into that definition. It would have been very easy to do this 

but it has been firmly resisted in the above analysis. But because I was cautious in 

this regard, it highlighted the fact that in many instances, the dead were referred to as 

the victims and those still alive were referred to as the relatives. What reason could 

be advanced for this phenomenon?

Prior to answering that question, it is worth noting that the dead are not explicitly 

identified as victims in the Victims and Survivors Order (NI) 2006 (HMSO, 2006). 

On the other hand, bereaved relatives are explicitly identified as victims. So what 

happens in some newspaper articles is the exact opposite of this legal definition. At 

any rate, we cannot argue for a homogenous view of what a victim is in Northern 

Ireland.

Having illustrated that there is no homogenous view, why would a diversity of views 

arise? In accordance with the overall aim of this thesis, I argue that variation in the 

victim definition is a rhetorical move. What kind of rhetorical advantage would be 

conveyed by talking about the dead as victims but not the relatives?

I offer one suggestion: Talking as a victim may be open to the charge of self-interest. 

Thus to avoid arguments about the stake which a writer has in an outcome, they 

adjust their footing and avoid speaking as a victim (Potter, 1996, p. 110,122). It is 

more appropriate to speak for victims. In the latter case, the speaker can construct 

themselves as caring, compassionate and concerned about justice but avoid the
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criticism that they are motivated by self-interest. In Chapters 7 and 8 we will see 

instances where people do speak as victims and often have to manage the charge that 

they are motivated by self-interest. They do this, for example, by claiming that their 

stance on victimhood removes them from political favour or that they lose financial 

benefits by not broadening their definition of victimhood. In these newspaper articles 

however, the management of stake is conducted through speaking ybr victims and in 

this way they generate a kind of “symbolic capital” for their group (Bourdieu, 1991).

To verify this, scan over the previous quotations from the articles. Not one of the 

articles quoted (or any in the corpus) explicitly speaks as a victim. Some of them 

imply that the speaker is a victim but none of them make the explicit connection. 

Consider the extract below:

“I hope that goes out to victims all over the world - if it takes 30 years or 38 

years you can move the mountain.” {Irish News, 17 June 2010)

fhe speaker (Jimmy Duddy) implies that he is a victim because he speaks to “victims 

all over the world.” Clearly those he speaks to are alive (because he speaks to them) 

and implicitly he identifies with them. But neither he, nor anyone else, explicitly 

identifies themselves as a victim.

A good example of the rhetorical advantage of speaking for victims is in an op-ed by 

Mark Durkan (a Nationalist Foyle MP):

“Every one of the victims was absolutely and unequivocally exonerated by 

the report as were each of the wounded...

We care deeply for other victims and we want truth and justice for them too.

Things need to be done for all victims-and all of the truths need to be told.” 

{The Mirror, Eire Edition, 17 June 2010)

Durkan identifies the victims of Bloody Sunday as the dead (but not the wounded). 

Curiously, he never even mentions the families in his article. Perhaps he wishes to 

maximise his positive footing by speaking for the voiceless. At any rate, when he 

gets towards the end of his article he says, “we care deeply for other victims”. By 

speaking for victims he positions himself (and perhaps the Derry community) as 

being deeply caring. He thus argues that “things need to be done” for victims and as
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a caring speaker he is qualified to make this claim. So when we come to examining 

what a victim is, we have to take into account the rhetorical nature of any answer to 

that question. The definition is never neutral.

3.5 Discussion

In the introduction, I proposed that this study could answer two questions. Firstly, it 

could help answer the question, “How is victimhood socially constructed and 

legitimised?” Secondly, it could help answer the question, “How does victimhood 

function in society?”

Let us consider the first question first: How is victimhood socially constructed and 

legitimised? In this study I have argued that people do not use straightforward 

definitions in everyday talk (including newspapers) to define victims. Instead, they 

commonly use metaphors which construct what a victim is. Sometimes these 

metaphors are stable and are common parlance. At other times they are novel and are 

used in fresh ways. I explored four domains from which metaphors were taken to 

construct victims: Journeys, imagery, competition and injury. Let me briefly 

summarise how these four domains construct victimhood and how they legitimise it.

Journeys: By using this construction, writers may invoke notions of a goal to which 

victims are striving and the potential for progress to be made or hindered. By 

transferring notions of a “journey” into the domain of victimhood, certain 

entaihnents of victimhood are naturalised or legitimised. For example, if victims are 

searching for truth, they should be assisted. Or if obstacles are placed in the way of 

victims, they should be removed. Thus appropriate ways of dealing with victimhood 

are legitimised and acknowledged as appropriate because they are appropriate in the 

domain from which the metaphor is drawn.

Imagery: By talking about victimhood involving the portrayal of victims, the 

responsibility for that portrayal is placed on the one doing it. By drawing on this 

domain, writers admit the possibility that people will produce different portrayals of 

the same victims but argue that some portrayals are more accurate than others. These 

metaphors legitimise victims who have even been portrayed negatively.

Competition: Competitive metaphors legitimise victimhood as a competitive 

struggle. Victims fight against someone/something to win an objective. However the
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competitive opponent is variously constructed and can be a widely-shared opponent 

or a more specific opponent.

Injury: By using metaphors drawn from the realm of physical injury, victimhood is 

legitimised as a condition worthy of sympathy by mapping the experience of 

victimhood onto a realm which is universally accepted as painful and worthy of 

sympathy. With this legitimisation comes a range of appropriate responses such as 

the need to care for victims and to provide healing. Various events are constructed as 

causing “pain” or causing “healing” and are their appropriateness is thus contested.

These metaphors provide natural ways of talking about victims which legitimise 

certain responses to victimhood. While Bar-Tal et al. (2009, p. 233) explain that 

victimhood is socially constructed and legitimised, this study offers one example of 

how this is done.

This study also answers another question: “How does victimhood function in 

(Northern Irish) society?” There is one primary answer to that question: rhetorically; 

victimhood functions as a rhetorical concept. Observe, for example, the difference 

between victimhood in the legal definition in Northern Ireland and the way it is 

talked about in these newspapers. In the former, the dead are not identified as 

victims. In the latter, the dead are often the victims rather than the living. This is not 

always the case but it occurs often and indicates that defining the victim is a 

rhetorical move. In all the articles surveyed, none of the articles speak or have people 

speaking as victims. Rather, it is advantageous to speak for victims because of the 

benefits this has in discounting stake and in creating a positive and caring footing.

The rhetorical functions of victimhood extend beyond this to the way the metaphors 

are used. Metaphors are not used in a homogenous or static way. One writer can use 

the metaphor of “searching” to encourage the reader to sympathise with the plight of 

victims. Another can use the same metaphor to argue that once the “search” has been 

completed, it should cease. In both cases, the writers use metaphors to argue for their 

position.

Metaphors, as a persuasive tool, are used to argue for action. If we ask, “How should 

we treat victims?” part of the answer will come through the use of metaphors. By 

drawing analogies with how we should act in other situations, the speaker argues that
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we should perform similar actions in the realm of victimhood. By exploring these 

metaphors we have seen how writers argue for appropriate responses from their 

readers based on the metaphors that they are using.

Several implications can be drawn from this study. Firstly, scholars should examine 

the metaphors used in various contexts to understand how metaphors are being used 

to shape the construction of victimhood. Different metaphors may be used in 

different contexts with different effects on the construction of what a victim is.

Secondly, scholars should explore the rhetorical uses of metaphors. Why are certain 

metaphors being used and what effect do they have? In this chapter, we have 

observed that metaphors of physical injury may have the effect of obscuring the 

potentially “unhealable” nature of victimhood through the use of “healing” language. 

Alternatively, observe the potential of “searching” language to be used to argue for 

the cessation of searching when what has been searched for is achieved.

Thirdly, academic language should be sensitive to its own use of metaphors. The 

language of “closure”, “healing” or “competition” may be adopted without 

examining the ramifications of such language. For example, “competitive 

victimhood” may obscure the potentially competitive nature of all victimhood. An 

important question then is, “Who do victims say they are competing with?” 

Encouraging victims to see a common enemy may be an effective strategy for 

encouraging rhetorical solidarity (cf. the idea in intergroup contact theory of a 

common goal (Pettigrew, 1998)).



97

4 Arguing about what should be done about victims in newspapers

4.1 Introduction

Having considered the question of what a victim is and how metaphors are used to 

construct victimhood, we turn now to the question of what should be done about 

victims. I touched on this issue in the previous chapter where 1 argued that metaphors 

are involved not only in constructing the victim, but also in arguing about 

appropriate responses to victimhood. In this chapter I want to continue thinking 

about responses to victimhood by examining how self-sufficient arguments are 

invoked to argue about what should be done about victims. As 1 noted in the previous 

chapter, the choice of device precludes the analysis of other devices which could be 

fruitfully examined. Nevertheless, there is merit in analysing self-sufficient 

arguments because these indicate the fundamental arguments and differences in 

argumentation about what should be done because, by their very nature, self- 

sufficient arguments do not need to be supported by other arguments. In Chapter 1 1 

introduced self-sufficient arguments as the bases for developing arguments over what 

should be done about victims. There 1 pointed out that another key feature of these 

arguments is their frequent contradiction with other commonly accepted arguments. 

Billig (1987) refers to these as “ideological dilemmas" because they demonstrate that 

ideologies are often composed of contradictory logic which enables debate over key 

issues. In our case the dilemmas are over what should be done about victims. Firstly 

though, let us consider in more detail what self-sufficient arguments are.

4.1.1 What are self-sufficient arguments?

One of the earliest appearances of the idea of self-sufficient arguments can be found 

in the writings of Aristotle (although it may be found in earlier works by Protagoras 

and Gorgias (Rapp. 2010)). In “Rhetoric”, Aristotle is teaching how to develop good 

arguments (Aristotle, 2010). One of the things he points his readers to is the use of 

“topoi” (places). These “places” are points at which the speaker can agree with his 

audience and on the basis of that agreement, generate implications and conclusions. 

For Aristotle, some topoi are specific (they relate to specific spheres of life such as 

religion or science) and others are common (i.e. common to all areas of life). By
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choosing an appropriate topos, the speaker could argue for his desired conclusion and 

seek to win his audience (Rapp, 2010).

In Latin, topoi translates as “loci” (places) or “loci communes” (common places) and 

this phrase is picked up and used by Billig (1987, p. 228). Billig is interested in 

showing how common-sense is actually dilemmatic so that multiple common places 

can actually be employed in any given situation. So common places are not 

irresistibly compelling grounds of argument but were commonly shared arguments 

which could be resisted by other commonly shared arguments. This developed into 

Billig’s more extensive work on ideological dilemmas (Billig et ah, 1988).

Another similar idea appears in the work of (Wetherell & Potter, 1992). They use the 

term “self-sufficient arguments” to refer to arguments which do not need further 

justification because they are treated as self-evident. They identify a range of such 

arguments which are used commonly to justify and sustain racism. This chapter will 

use the language of “self-sufficient arguments” for the sake of clarity although a 

good case might be made for the use of the term topoi which has gained currency in 

some critical discourse analytic work (Reisigl & Wodak, 2009).

Having explained the concept, let us now look at how analysis of self-sufficient 

arguments has been useful in previous research. In “Mapping the Language of 

Racism”, Wetherell & Potter (1992) take on the task of exploring how language is 

used to construct the notion of “race” and to legitimise racism in New Zealand. In 

their analysis they identify ten self-sufficient arguments which are used by their 

participants to justify and sustain racial inequality. These arguments are as follows 

(p.177):

• Resources should be used productively and in a cost effective manner.

• Nobody should be compelled.

• Everybody should be treated equally.

• You cannot turn the clock backwards.

• Present generations cannot be blamed for the mistakes of past generations.

• Injustices should be righted.

• Everyone can succeed if they try hard enough.

• Minority opinion should not carry more weight than majority opinion.
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• We have to live in the 20th century.

• You have to be practical.

These arguments, according to Potter and Wetherell, are commonly accepted as self- 

evident in most liberal democratic societies. Consequently, when speakers use them, 

they do not need further support. One can thus say, for example, that even though 

there was racism in the past, present generations should not be blamed for this 

(argument 5) and therefore, they should not be obligated to rectify the mistakes of the 

past (even if there are continuing effects).

The analysis of such arguments helps to show how inequality is legitimised in 

various discourses. Examining an address of Australian Prime Minister, John 

Howard, Augoustinos et al. (2002) argued that his speech on reconciliation (with 

Indigenous people) used arguments about equality (argument 3), progress (4), justice 

(6) and practicality (10) to sustain inequality. For example, in his speech he argues 

that indigenous Australians are a disadvantaged group and that this injustice should 

be corrected (6). But this must be done in the context of improving living standards 

for all Australians (3). This highlights the dilemmatic nature of these arguments and 

allows him to qualify the first point with another commonly accepted point that will 

blunt the force of the first.

In a more extreme example, Augoustinos & Every (2007) note that in a speech of the 

leader of Australia’s One Nation Party, the speaker argues against the existence of 

the Ministry for Indigenous Affairs on the grounds that it does not treat all 

Australians equally - something the speaker contends that she aims at. A racist view 

is thereby maintained in the invocation of a self-sufficient argument.

In the realm of critical discourse analysis, several scholars have examined the use of 

topoi in a range of discourse. In exploring racist discourse in Austria, Wodak (2001) 

utilises the concept of topoi and explores how topoi such as the topos of threat and 

the topos of culture are used in racist ways. The construction of a group as being 

dangerous allows a speaker to use the topos of threat to argue for their removal. 

Aside from analysing racism, topoi analysis has been a useful tool in examining the 

argumentation surrounding discourse on disability, immigration and reconciliation 

among other issues. Grue (2009) analysed policy texts regarding disability and
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explored how the use of topoi drawn from a medical model (i.e. disability is the 

property of the individual) and topoi drawn from a social model (i.e. disability is 

societal oppression) can be used to both unify diverse disabilities and to argue for 

provisions for diverse impairments. Bauder (2008) employs a quantitative analysis of 

topoi to explore immigration argumentation and found that some arguments such as 

economic ones were consistently prevalent whereas others varied in tandem with 

major world events (such as topoi related to danger after terrorist attacks). In 

discourse surrounding reconciliation, Vorster and Botha (1999) examine the use of 

religious topoi in South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission and argue 

that incorporation of religious topoi inhibits the usefulness of the commission in a 

heterogenous society.

Fundamentally then, analysing topoi or self-sufficient arguments allows the analyst 

to explore argumentation surrounding societal issues. Specifically, such analysis 

focuses on how conclusions are generated. These conclusions always involve some 

kind of action and this is pertinent to studying how the question “What should be 

done about victims?” is answered in society.

At this stage, several points should be made with regard to the analysis of self- 

sufficient arguments or topoi. Firstly, most research from the discursive psychology 

tradition has restricted itself to the ten arguments studied by Wetherell & Potter 

(1992). There has been a similar issue in some critical discourse analytic research in 

which lists of topoi get repeated (Zagar, 2010). I suggest that while similarities 

between studies are to be expected, differences should be sought out and explained. 

Different issues or different societies are likely to have at least slightly different 

arguments which they accept as self-evident. While Wetherell & Potter (1992) state 

that their arguments apply specifically to liberal democratic societies, perhaps this is 

still too much of a generalisation.

Secondly, research in the tradition of critical discourse analysis can be problematic in 

that it sometimes fails to note the dilemmatic nature of common-sense. Every 

argument presupposes a counter-argument (Billig, 1987) and both can be part of 

accepted common-sense. Analysis of self-sufficient arguments should explore the 

tensions between these.



101

Thirdly, critical discourse approaches to argumentation often invoke the term 

“fallacies” rather than “topoi” to refer to fallacious argumentation (Reisigl & Wodak, 

2009). This is based on the work of Van Eemeren & Grootendorst (1987) who have 

detailed criteria to determine whether an argument is fallacious or not. Van Eemeren 

& Grootendorst (1987) point out that their ideas are based on ideal communication 

rather than real-life examples so they are interested in determining logically when a 

person should abandon their position due to inadequate arguments. But when this is 

applied to real-world discourse, the foundations of this approach seem unsteady. Will 

everyone agree on the chosen criteria which determine fallacies? Van Eemeren & 

Grootendorst (1987) say that argumentum ad hominem (personal attacks) is a fallacy. 

But what if someone disputes this and argues that personal character is vitally 

important in determining whether to listen to an argument or not?

This is part of the problem with the critical approach to topoi: it assumes that the 

analyst has a better understanding of the situation and can see what is really 

happening. They have the power to adjudicate in the arguments and to determine 

who is arguing fallaciously. The problem is not so much that critical analysts take an 

authoritative position in the dispute (they are free to do this). The problem is more to 

do with the lack of grounding for their position. They offer no sufficient reason to 

believe that they can adjudicate the dispute since they are inextricably linked to the 

dispute.

Elaving offered a survey of the concept of self-sufficient arguments and having 

explored how previous research has used the concept, I turn now to the question of 

what previous research has said should be done about victims.

4.1.2 What should be done about victims?

Scholars have suggested a range of ways of dealing with victims including meeting 

their needs (see Chapter 8), providing justice and providing truth. These suggestions 

all reflect underlying premises that are perceived as acceptable in the post-conflict 

societies.

Bloomfield et al. (2003) give four key “instruments” of reconciliation - a process in 

which victims are significant participants. These instruments are healing, justice, 

truth and reparation. Healing refers to catering to the psychological health of victims
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after conflict (Bloomfield et al., 2003, p. 77). Victims have suffered trauma in the 

conflict and a range of interventions can be made to help them including counselling, 

self-help support groups and symbolic healing. The latter may involve memorials, 

apologies and reparation. Bloomfield et al. (2003, p. 97) also point out that many 

argue for the need for justice as a prerequisite to peaceful coexistence. Justice, they 

suggest, has at least four forms: retributive prosecution, restorative mediation, truth 

commissions (historical justice) and reparations (compensatory justice). With 

regards to truth and reparations, they pick up on issues raised in the healing and 

justice categories and expand on them in more detail. They discuss the practicalities 

of truth commissions as well as the various types of reparation. These more detailed 

issues are beyond my immediate concern.

While 1 have painted the above research in rather broad strokes, the issues that they 

raise are picked up in a wide range of literature. The need for justice is a frequent 

concern in peace psychology research (Christie, 2001; Elcheroth & Spini, 2009; 

Lambourne, 2004). Again, the language of healing is often used (Staub & Pearlman, 

2006; Staub, Pearlman, Gubin, & Hagengimana, 2005). Other research emphasises 

the importance of truth in peacebuilding (David & Choi, 2005; De la Rey, 2001; 

Hamber. 1998). Less research looks at the issue of equality but it has received some 

attention (David & Choi, 2009).

In all of this research, I am less interested in the precise means or reasons for 

implementing various forms of truth commissions or transitional justice or healing 

than in the taken-for-granted assumptions that there must be justice, healing, truth 

and equality. I do not seek to negate those assumptions but seek to show that they are 

just that: assumptions. They are premises which are accepted within society as valid 

ways of dealing with the past and as such, they are rarely disputed. This is part of the 

social construction of “reconciliation” or “how to deal with the past” and these 

different elements are constructed as vital even though they are often deeply 

contested and fraught with dilemmas.

But there is a problem with at least some of this research: it tends to take a rather 

passive view of victims and post-conflict societies. The authors assume that if they 

generate the right diagnosis and prescription, ills will be cured. If they diagnose the 

injustice and provide justice, people will be at peace. If they find a way of providing
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truth, people will be satisfied. To some extent it fails to notice that “justice”, “truth” 

and “healing” are based on argumentative premises. When a group in a post-conflict 

society appeals for “healing”, it presupposes that there are some people who are 

preventing them from being healed and who might argue that they should not be 

healed. Every argument presupposes a counterargument (Billig, 1987). And within 

each common-sense proposition about what should be done, there is a dilemma 

which problematises it (Billig, 1987; Billig etal.. 1988).

If then we acknowledge the rhetorical nature of appealing for “justice” or “truth” or 

whatever else, we should acknowledge that these are elements of a debate which will 

contain various positions. Victims are not passive recipients of what peace-builders 

seek to provide. They argue about appropriate provision and expose the dilemmas 

inherent within certain approaches.

4.1.3 Aim

Arguments in newspaper arguments are rarely laid out as complete syllogisms with 

the various parts of the argument identified. Rather, they are “enthymemes” or 

incomplete arguments. In reconstructing the premises of these arguments we will be 

able to see the common grounds which are used to argue about victimhood. By 

making these premises transparent we can begin to understand why certain 

arguments are prevalent and why they are effective. By pointing out the ideological 

dilemmas we can also start to see why there are stalemates in arguing about what 

should be done for victims.

The articles used here are the same articles used in Chapter 3. All the articles were 

published in the two weeks following the publication of the Saville Inquiry into 

Bloody Sunday. Consequently, many of the newspapers are keen to either show how 

the Inquiry was good in some way or bad in some way. In this way, the articles are 

engaged in arguing about appropriate ways of dealing with victimhood. Throughout 

the arguments, various self-sufficient arguments are used to argue about the 

appropriateness of the Inquiry as a way of dealing with victimhood. Analysis of these 

arguments will help us see how arguments about dealing with victims are premised 

on certain common beliefs.
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4.2 Method

The materials used in this study are those used in Chapter 3. The reader is referred to 

that chapter for justification of the use of newspapers and for details about the 

newspapers used. While all the newspaper articles contain arguments specifically 

about the Saville Inquiry, this opens up the discussion of whether this is an 

appropriate way of dealing with victims and if not, what should be done about 

victims. This study should not be thought of as an exhaustive attempt to catalogue all 

the ways in which people suggest for dealing with victimhood but rather as a kind of 

case study which examines how one specific incident generates controversy over 

what to do about victimhood and how arguments are formulated to legitimate and 

delegitimate various approaches.

The corpus of newspapers was analysed by reading all the newspapers and 

identifying statements that either approved or disapproved of various ways of 

treating victims. For each of these statements of approval or disapproval, I then 

asked, “On what basis is the writer saying that the action was good or bad?” The 

basis of the argument is the topos or the self-sufficient argument. The distinction 

between a self-sufficient argument and a mere argument is found in their position in 

the argument structure. Self-sufficient arguments undergird the statements and 

claims made and are formulated based on common understandings of what is 

appropriate and right. The writer does not need to justify the argument further 

because they are using an argument which is commonly accepted. For example, 

consider the following extract:

“It was described by Justice Secretary Ken Clarke at the weekend as 'a

disaster in terms of time and expense'.” (Daily Mail, 15 June 2010).

The conclusion is stated (“a disaster”) and I had to work back towards the premise of 

the argument. This premise is not explicitly stated but the reader understands the 

argument because they share the same assumption that money should be used in 

efficient ways. If the reader did not understand this, the argument would fail from the 

outset because it would not be clear how a disaster had occurred. When we come to 

formulating this premise in words we can state it as “If an action is too costly then it 

should not be performed (or at least should not be performed in the same way).” This 

premise is the self-sufficient argument which will normally be accepted by the
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readers. The reader may dispute the appropriateness of applying the rule in this 

circumstance or may dispute the implied minor premise (“The Inquiry was too 

costly”) by arguing that no price is too great for the truth (or a similar argument), but 

rarely will they dispute the foundation of the argument. To dispute the foundation of 

the argument, the premise or self-sufficient argument, would be to violate a cultural 

norm. In this way, by the use of self-sufficient arguments, the way the Inquiry was 

carried out and its being carried out is justified.

This reconstructed form of the argument can be related closely to the work of 

Toulmin (2003). Statements about the treatment of victims can be understood as 

instances of what Toulmin (2003) refers to as claims. Data provide the reasons for 

the claim. A warrant is then the basis for evaluating the data. Outlining this as a 

syllogism would give the following structure:

Major Premise (warrant or self-sufficient argument)'. If an action is too costly

then it should not be performed.

Minor Premise (Datum)'. The Saville Inquiry was too costly.

Conclusion (claim): The Saville Inquiry was wrong.

The conclusion or claim is not always stated explicitly but the focus of the article 

provides a basis for determining this. It is not always strategic to be explicit about 

what a text is arguing for and vagueness can be strategic (Jucker, Smith, & fridge, 

2003) because it allows for politeness or perhaps even further qualification of the 

meaning of the text if the author is questioned about it. While in the example above 

the language of “disaster” does not lack clues as to the speaker’s meaning, if the 

speaker was questioned at a later date as to whether he believed the Saville Inquiry 

should not have been carried out, he can modify his original meaning to a softer 

claim - that the way in which it was carried out was inappropriate. Some vagueness 

regarding the claim of the text is thus to be expected and especially so regarding 

sensitive issues such as victimhood. The minor premise is nearly always stated in the 

text and this provides the hinge between the claim and the major premise. Minor 

premises are regularly open to contestation and thus are not self-sufficient 

arguments, but simply arguments. The topos or warrant or major premise is rarely 

stated but is always implied and this provides the common basis for the writer and
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the reader upon which to base their argument. When the argument structure with its 

three parts is incomplete, the syllogism is known as an “enthymeme”. As Feldman & 

Skoldberg (2002) point out, this form of argumentation can be even more persuasive 

than an explicitly stated syllogism since the unstated elements must be supplied by 

the reader in an effort to induce them to believe those elements. Furthermore, they 

point out that omitting elements can make it hard to dispute the argument since they 

must be reconstructed before they can be challenged. Since many of the self- 

sufficient arguments or warrants are omitted by these newspapers articles, this 

analysis will reconstruct these for analysis.

In reconstructing the major premise and in referring to it as “self-sufficient”, I am not 

in any way implying that these are somehow irrefutable arguments that close down 

all further discussion. Rather, as Wetherell & Potter (1992) point out, the dilemmatic 

nature of these arguments give them rhetorical flexibility and the potential for further 

argument (p. 177). So when we get to the discussion of the premise, “the truth should 

be told”, we face several dilemmas: Whose truth? What if we cannot be sure? And 

how much context should this truth-telling involve? Again, in the discussion of the 

premise, “Justice should be performed”, we face the dilemma of what justice actually 

looks like in this context. While identifying the self-sufficient argument is helpful in 

seeing the commonplace ways of arguing about what should be done about victims, 

these are by no means hegemonic but provide the foundation for further debates 

about what should be done. Thus the self-sufficient nature of the arguments comes, 

not from their incontestability, but from their nature as commonly accepted 

arguments which provide the basis for further argument.

4.3 Analysis

The self-sufficient arguments identified in the analysis are summarised here (in 

alphabetical order) along with brief quotations to elucidate their usage and function. 

Arguments given in brackets are taken from Wetherell & Potter (1992) to indicate 

where the arguments I have identified overlap with those identified by them. The 

examples show quite well how these are “enthymemes” rather than complete 

arguments since the reader must infer the conclusion (which is not difficult in most 

cases) as well as supplying the major premise or self-sufficient argument which 

undergirds it. Most ordinary readers will infer the conclusion but will not give much
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thought to the self-sufficient arguments which undergirds statements. By exposing 

these, the analyst can find a fruitful source of data.

At some points in the list of arguments in Table 2, the reader might suggest that the 

arguments should be hierarchically arranged; perhaps, for example, arguments about 

“image correction” and “context” are subsets of arguments for “justice”. However, I 

suggest that this kind of hierarchical arrangement is not something inherent in the 

structure of the arguments but it something which speakers can create flexibly as 

they produce their arguments. Each of the newspaper articles use multiple arguments 

to build their case and how those arguments are arranged is the decision of the writer. 

One could begin by talking about the need for justice and go on to develop how 

justice demands that the truth be told. Alternatively, one could begin with the need 

for truth and go on to explain how truth demands that when the guilty party is 

determined, they should be punished. The arrangement then, is very much in the 

hands of the writer and in the list below, I list each of the arguments without 

consideration of how they are related to each other. In the subsequent analysis I 

address the issue of how the arguments can relate to one another.

Table 2: List of self-sufficient arguments identified in newspaper articles 

accompanied by descriptions and illustrative extracts.

Argument Description Examples

Apology If an action has

been performed

which is unjust,

then an apology

should be given.

“New Prime Minister David Cameron has

stamped his place in the history books with

his unequivocal apology for what happened.”

{Sunday Life, 20 June 2010)

Closure If an action leads to

the closure of an

issue, then it should

be performed. On

the other hand, if

an action does not

lead to the closure

“An apology would follow the example set

by Labour of sealing off nagging historic

disputes by saying sorry.” {Daily Mail, 15

June 2010).

“Neither will it bring closure with some

relatives already making it clear that they will

seek criminal prosecutions after the report is
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of an issue, then

the action is

deemed pointless.

produced if a verdict of unlawful killing is

found.” {News Letter, 15 June 2010).

Coercion

{Nobody

should be

compelled)

If an action is not

performed freely,

then it should not

be performed.

“Victims campaigner Willie Frazer said the

report was the Government ‘bowing to

political pressure from Sinn Fein’.” {The

Mirror, 16 June 2010).

Confidence

building

If an action creates

confidence or trust,

then it should be

performed.

"Because he did it, it helped Anglo-Irish

relations; it helped confidence with the

government, with the parties and with the

northern nationalists." {The Guardian, 15

June 2010).

Context If a conclusion

does not consider

the context of an

action, then it is

invalid.

“This was an illegal march - have the British

Government forgotten that? ...Whoever

organised that march on 30th January 1972

was responsible for deaths of those people

that day - not the soldiers on duty.” {News

Letter, 15 June 2010).

Cooperation If an action leads to

increased

cooperation

between parties,

then it should be

performed.

“Ahern said there would have been a negative

reaction throughout nationalist Ireland if

Blair had not agreed. ‘If they had not done

that, I think it would not have been able to

blossom to what was a very good Anglo-Irish

relationship’.” {The Guardian, 15 June 2010).

Cost

{Resources

should be used

productively

and in a cost

effective

manner)

If an action is too

costly then it

should not be

carried out.

“It was described by Justice Secretary Ken

Clarke at the weekend as 'a disaster in terms

of time and expense'.” {Daily Mail, 15 June

2010).
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Democracy If an action leads to

the furtherance of

democracy then it

should be

performed.

“When the state kills its citizens it is in the

interests of all that those responsible be held

to account. It is not just Derry, or one section

of the people, but democracy itself which

needs to look out.” (The Guardian, 16 June

2010).

Difference If an incident is

deemed to be

substantially

different from other

incidents, then it

warrants different

treatment.

“There cannot be inquiries like Saville into

killings as there are too many atrocities on

both sides. However, that is not to say that

people of this viewpoint value the lives of the

victims any less but it has to be accepted that

those killings are different and do not warrant

the same sort of inquiry.” (Irish News, 19

June 2010).

Equality If an action leads to “...those who have campaigned for 38 years

(Everybody equality then it for truth and acknowledgement of what

should be should be happened on Bloody Sunday accepted the

treated performed. duty of standard-bearers for all victims and

equally) Conversely, if an

action creates or

perpetuates

inequality, then it

should not be

performed.

survivors of the conflict -- regardless of who

was responsible for their loss” (Belfast

Telegraph, 1 8 June 2010).

“The jubilation was not shared by Unionists,

however. They complained that the report

focused on a tiny proportion of more than

3,000 deaths during the Troubles, many still

unresolved.” (The Times, 16 June 2010).

Happiness If an action leads to

happiness, then it

should be

performed.

“It was theatrical, spellbinding and hugely

powerful. There was no triumphalism, no

gloating - just sheer unadulterated joy and

delight.” (Derry Journal, 18 June 2010).

Image If an action leads to “What always united the Bloody Sunday

correction the repair of the

damaged image of

families was the urge to see the names of

their loved ones cleared.” (The Guardian, 16
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an innocent party,

then it should be

performed.

However, if a party

is guilty, their

image should be

tarnished.

June 2010).

“The victims of Bloody Sunday have been

vindicated, and the soldiers of the Parachute

Regiment have been disgraced.” (The Times,

16 June 2010).

Insufficiency If a conclusion “We have too many inquiries and nearly all

does not deliver the of them fail to illuminate. Some of them add

entire truth, then it to the haziness. Others reach the wrong

is inadequate. conclusions and, later, there has to be an

inquiry into the original inquiry.” (Belfast

Telegraph 18 June, 2010)

Interests If an action is in “When the state kills its citizens, it is in the

the best interests of interests of all that those responsible be held

a party, then it to account. The British people need to know;

should be the Irish people need to know; the world now

performed. If an knows.” (The Independent, 16 June 2010).

action is not in the “...no one's interests would be served by

best interests of a prosecuting soldiers so long after the event.”

party, then it

should not be

performed.

(The Daily Telegraph, 16 June 2010).

Justice If an action “The victims' closest surviving relatives

(Injustices conforms to the spoke, one by one, quoting from the report

should be principles of justice and then ending with one cry: innocent!”

righted) then it should be (The Guardian, 16 June 2010).

performed. If an “The prospect of soldiers acting under orders

action is unjust or facing criminal charges has angered many

perpetuates unionists and the military, who said it would

injustice, then it be an injustice after hundreds of IRA and

should not be loyalist paramilitary prisoners were released

performed. under the terms of the Good Friday



Agreement.” (The Daily Telegraph, 15 June

2010)

Learning If an action leads to “Saville is now more than an inquiry. It is a

the learning of history lesson.” {Irish News, 16 June 2010).

lessons, then it is

justified.

Number If an action “[Kay Duddy] said: "I think the vast majority

{Minority conforms to the will appreciate it for what it is, and will feel

opinion should beliefs/desires of the same as we do, proud to be friends and

not carry more the majority (or the shake hands [with Protestant church leaders].

weight than many) then it is to That gesture means such a lot."” {News

majority be carried out. But Letter, 17 June 2010).

opinion) if an action only “Finally, Saville has exposed the fatal

comes from a weakness of a selective approach to dealing

minority position, with the past. There were 497 people who

then it should not died in the worst year of our Troubles. Saville

be carried out. is a selective inquiry into the deaths of 13.”

{News Letter, 15 June 2010).

Peace If an action leads to “I hope Saville will provide another brick in

the furtherance of an increasingly strong wall of peace.” {The

peace then it Independent, 16 June 2010).

should be “The brother of a UDR man gunned down by

performed. the IRA in the weeks leading up to Bloody

However an action Sunday has expressed his disappointment at

which would the Saville Inquiry, and said prosecuting the

jeopardise or British paratroopers involved would be a

prevent peace "massive blow to the peace process"” {News

should not be Letter, 16 June 2010).

performed.

Problems If an action leads to “I fear that this report will be used to try and

problematic argue that point by those who want to absolve

situations then it themselves of guilt for their actions.” {News

should not be Letter, 15 June 2010).



1 12

performed.

Progress If an action leads to “I hope that everyone in this great and

progress then it historic city will have the courage to edge

should be their way into the future with a new

performed. Actions confidence.” (Derry Journal, 18 June 2010).

that impede “Sir Reg Empey, the Ulster Unionist leader,

progress should not said: "Northern Ireland cannot endure an

be performed. endless list of Saville-type inquiries. We

cannot continually be dragged back to our

darkest years."” (The Guardian, 16 June

2010).

Reconciliation

Remembrance

Responsibility

If an action leads to 

reconciliation 

between parties 

then it should be 

performed. If an 

action hinders 

reconciliation, it 

should not be 

performed.

If an action leads to 

the remembrance 

of past injustices 

and suffering then 

it should be 

performed. If an 

action leads to the 

forgetting of the 

past, then it should 

not be carried out. 

If someone is 

responsible for an 

injustice, then they

'‘Mr Cowen said he believed the findings of 

the report, the reaction of the people of Derry 

and of Prime Minister Cameron could 

significantly advance the cause of healing and 

reconciliation.” (Irish Examiner, 17 June 

2010).

“Criminal prosecutions would do little to 

further reconciliation in Derry and beyond.” 

(Irish News, 16 June 2010).

“What we do know, however, is that more 

than 900 people told their stories before that 

Inquiry and that those stories have been heard 

and acknowledged, and will continue to 

impact on our collective consciousness for 

many years to come.” (Belfast Telegraph, 18 

June 2010).

“The nine people who died in Claudy seem to 

have been forgotten.” (Belfast Telegraph, 21 

June 2010).

“The Government is ultimately responsible 

for the conduct of the armed forces. And for 

that, on behalf of the Government, indeed on



Suffering

Truth

should carry the 

blame and make 

amends for the 

action. If someone 

is not responsible 

for an injustice, 

then they should 

not carry blame or 

be expected to 

make amends.

If an action leads to 

a decrease in 

suffering of victims 

then it should be 

performed. 

Conversely, if an 

action leads to an 

increase in 

suffering for 

victims then it 

should not be 

performed.

If a lie has been 

told, it should be 

corrected by the 

truth.

behalf of our country, I am deeply sorry.” 

{Derry Journal, 15 June 2010).

“There has been no mention of the question 

as to whether the soldiers had been ordered to 

fire or not... If they had been ordered to fire 

and not done so, they would have been acting 

against all their training and faced serious 

consequences.” {The Times, 17 June 2010).

“He [First Minister, Peter Robinson] said the 

12-year investigation regurgitating the events 

of 1972 had caused much pain.” {News 

Letter, 17 June 2010).

“Mickey McKinney, brother of another 

victim, declared: "The great lie has been laid 

bare. The truth has been brought home at 

last."” {The Times, 16 June 2010).

These arguments all appear at various points in discourse dealing with the Saville 

Inquiry and victimhood. The four which appear most frequently in the corpus in 

relation to arguing about what should be done about victims are arguments based on 

truth, justice, equality and suffering. Space precludes a more detailed examination of 

the others but an analysis of the four aforementioned arguments relating to



reconciliation along with closely associated ones give helpful insights into how 

people argue about what should be done about victimhood.

4.3.1 Truth

The most frequent self-sufficient argument in these newspaper articles is that if a lie 

has been told, the truth should be told to correct it. No one disputes in essence that 

victims should be given the truth. It flows from a moral-sense that truth is good and 

that its antithesis, lying, is bad. So if a writer invokes this premise, they can expect 

that no one will disagree with the premise at least.

Such a premise carries certain entailments. Firstly, it characterises one side as a “liar” 

because they have not told the truth. Gerry Adams is quoted in the News Letter as 

follows:

“Today Saville has put the lies of Widgery into the dustbin of history and 

with it the cover-up which was authorized of the highest levels within the 

British Establishment and lasted for almost four decades.” (News Letter, 15 

June 2010)

Notice that Widgery is identified as being the source of the lies along with 

corroboration of those lies by “the British Establishment”. The Widgery report is 

derogated while Saville is credited with accomplishing its demise.

The second entailment of this premise of truth is that one side is good because it tells 

the truth. The Guardian opens an article by quoting from former MP John Hume:

“Truth has won out for the victims of Bloody Sunday, the Nobel peace 

prizewinner John Hume has declared.

The former Foyle MP was in Guildhall Square, Derry, to hear that the 14 

people killed on 30 January 1972 were innocent. Hume said: "Lord Saville's 

report is a tremendous outcome for the long campaign which the families 

have carried through.” (The Guardian, 16 June 2010)

In this short extract, the Saville Inquiry is identified as being good because it tells the 

truth. It does not need any further justification. All that needs to be said is that it told 

the truth after so many years of seeking for it.
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A third entailment of “truth” as a premise is that it obscures any other way of talking 

about the past. The truth is not always very clear. Ambiguities arise in people’s 

accounts of the past and sometimes the perspectives of the different sides both make 

sense. But talking about “perspectives” does not carry the same moral weight or the 

same clarity as “truth”. The latter lacks ambiguity and clearly identifies a good side 

and a bad side with very little grey areas. In pointing this out it can be seen that the 

self-sufficient argument of truth is a rhetorical move. Other moves are possible in 

talking about the past but talking about truth has specific entailments.

While the premise of truth delineates unambiguous positions, the use of the argument 

is not always identical. The “sides” identified in truth-telling are not always the 

same. We noticed that Gerry Adams was quick to identify a “cover-up” by the 

British Establishment. But David Cameron is not at the mercy of this argument. He 

uses it himself to show that by telling the truth, the British government distinguishes 

itself as being good. His words are picked up by the Daily Mail:

“As Mr Cameron said, the fact that we hold soldiers to such high account is 

what separates them. A responsible state is made stronger demanding 

accountability from its forces.” {Daily Mail, 16 June 2010)

Thus by holding the soldiers to account and by telling the truth, it shows that it is a 

“responsible state” which is “made stronger.” By acknowledging the premise of 

truth-telling, the Daily Mail is not forced to conclude that the British state is bad. 

Rather, because it admits wrong and tells the truth, it is good. Even the soldiers 

themselves are commended because holding them to a high standard “separates 

them” from terrorists (the context clarifies this) and paradoxically, the admission of 

wrongdoing becomes a source of self-exaltation.

It might seem that this premise of truth is incontestable. After all, who would dispute 

that the truth should be told? But as Billig (1987) points out, every argument admits 

the existence of a counter-argument which leads to dilemmas of common-sense. 

Arguments about truth then, are contestable. I identified two main arguments which 

are used to counter it: uncertainty and context.

There are a multitude of reasons why people can and should be uncertain at times. 

One article gives a range of reasons why uncertainty should exist:



“The truth will not have been established and told because of the flawed 

human recollections of witnesses from 30 years previously, the deaths of 

others, the unwillingness of some to reveal all they knew (such as Martin 

McGuinness), missing records and contradictory evidence on crucial issues as 

to who fired the first shot.... This involved opinion and judgment, not the 

basic facts.” (News Letter, 15 June 2010)

This list of reasons works to build the minor premise (“The truth is uncertain”) to 

support the major premise/self-sufficient argument (“If the truth is uncertain, it 

cannot be told.”). These reasons include the flawed nature of human memory, deaths 

of crucial witnesses and lack of openness from some. By marshalling this support, 

the writer argues that the truth “will not have been established” and counters the self- 

sufficient argument of truth.

A second premise can be advanced to counteract arguments based on truth-telling: If 

the context is not considered, the truth will not be told. In everyday life this argument 

holds. For example, if we hear of someone punching another, we immediately look 

for a reason why they punched them. We seek to ascertain the context before we 

conclude that we have reached the truth. In a similar way, Unionist MP Gregory 

Campbell argues:

“The central and crucial theme for Saville to have any resonance beyond the 

immediate relatives involved is this; did he examine the context in which the 

soldiers were deployed on the day in question?”

“The central element of any comprehensive investigation into the events of 

January 30, 1972 was that troops were going into an area which was 

extremely hostile and where they were likely to encounter violence. Does 

Saville start from that factual premise?”

“If the report does not accurately portray this as being the backdrop against 

which soldiers prepared for the day it starts from the wrong base and can only 

end in the wrong conclusion.” (News Letter, 15 June 2010)

Campbell contends that the context must be examined. The soldiers were going into 

a hostile area so violence was likely. Campbell uses the language of logic (linked
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closely to rhetoric) when he asks whether this “factual premise” has been considered. 

He then spells out the conclusion from the application of his premise: “it... can only 

end in the wrong conclusion”.

These two self-sufficient arguments counter the premise of truth-telling by arguing 

that the truth will not or could not be told. Both of them are inherently strong 

arguments and will appeal to certain readers (particularly some Unionist readers of 

the News Letter). By pointing out these dilemmas of common-sense, I hope to show 

why there is often such an impasse when deciding what should be done about 

victims. In this instance there are compelling arguments and counter-arguments 

coming from the dilemmatic nature of truth. Dealing with victims then, is inherently 

dilemmatic.

4.3.2 Justice

The second most frequently occurring self-sufficient argument in the articles is that 

of justice. This premise can be stated as, “If an action conforms to the principles of 

justice then it should be performed. If an action is unjust or perpetuates injustice, 

then it should not be performed.” Again, this is a self-sufficient argument because no 

one needs to back up the idea that justice should be performed. Like the premise of 

truth-telling, this premise carries certain entailments such as the creation of 

dichotomous groups and the requirement of judicial procedures.

Firstly, it creates dichotomous groups of the guilty and innocent. By using such an 

argument, strong moral judgments are passed on both sides which affect the image of 

both sides. Shnabel & Nadler (2008) have pointed out that those accused of being 

perpetrators of violence (the Bloody Sunday victims were accused by the Widgery 

Report), seek for moral image restoration. One of the ways in which they can do this 

is by using the self-sufficient argument of justice which entails the declaration of 

innocence on one side and the declaration of guilt on the other side. Two quotations 

will illustrate the moral-image implications of this argument:

“Gerry McMonagle, a Sinn Fein councillor on Letterkenny Town council, 

was one of the thousands who gathered in front of Derry's Guildhall to hear 

the British prime minister declare the victims innocent and apologise for the 

killings.” {Donegal Democrat, 17 June 2010)



“The report was so damning that it left some relatives clamouring for justice. 

Joe McKinney said that he wanted to see the soldier who shot his brother 

Willie prosecuted.” (The Times, 16 June 2010)

In the first extract the language of declaration is used with reference to the victims: 

“declare the victims innocent”. In the second we read that the “report was so 

damning” that the relatives clamour for justice. There is no ambiguity in these 

statements. One side is “innocent” and the other side is condemned.

Secondly, appealing to the premise of justice may entail judicial procedures. One 

could feasibly imagine a situation where victims argue that they want to be 

“believed”. Such an argument would not necessarily entail a declaration of innocence 

or judicial proceedings to establish guilt or innocence. But arguing for justice often 

does. In an op-ed for the News Letter, Nationalist MR Mark Durkan argues that an 

inquiry was necessary:

“If the absolute innocence of the victims of Bloody Sunday was to be 

proclaimed incontrovertibly, it actually needed a new inquiry to do so, and 

that's why the Saville Inquiry was absolutely necessary.” (News Letter, 15 

June 2010)

Using justice as the premise for his argument (“absolute innocence” should be 

“proclaimed incontrovertibly”), Durkan argues that an Inquiry was “absolutely 

necessary”. Thus appealing to justice allows for the entailment of a judicial 

procedure to be demanded.

Even though justice is accepted as an incontrovertible argument, writers still argue 

for why it is an appropriate argument. In the Londonderry Sentinel, Eamon McCann 

(a Nationalist) writes:

“What we have achieved, what the families have achieved, is absolutely vital 

for justice not just on these islands but right across the world. Those who 

think they can kill ordinary people with impunity and because they have 

uniforms and get away with it, well at least they may hesitate in the future.” 

(Londonderry Sentinel, 17 June 2010)



If justice had not been appealed for, then people across the world would think that 

they could kill without facing justice. So demanding justice is vital for the entire 

world.

Another way in which the premise of justice is defended is by locating it within the 

commonly-accepted beliefs of a community. The News Letter writes about the 

Presbyterian Moderator who defended the premise of justice to the Protestant 

community:

“He defended his decision to visit the families of Bloody Sunday victims, 

challenging other Protestants to realise the immorality of injustice - whoever 

it was against - and arguing that it went against the Bible's teaching.” {News 

Letter, 18 June 2010)

By appealing to the importance of justice within the Protestant faith, he argues that 

Protestants should accept the premise of justice and its application in this situation.

All these arguments for justice presuppose that another side is arguing against the 

Saville Inquiry. With such strong arguments for justice, how could it be opposed? 

Consider the following extract:

“The prospect of soldiers acting under orders facing criminal charges has 

angered many unionists and the military, who said it would be an injustice 

after hundreds of IRA and loyalist paramilitary prisoners were released under 

the terms of the Good Friday Agreement.” {The Daily Telegraph, 15 June 

2010)

Again, like in the case with the arguments about truth-telling, people do not argue 

that justice should not be performed. The dilemma arises because they argue that 

justice could not be performed in this way. In the extract above the writer argues that 

many are angry because the prospect of prosecution is unjust after the release of 

prisoners in Northern Ireland. Behind this lies another self-sufficient argument: 

people should be treated equally. In this situation, because the soldiers would be 

treated differently, then it is unjust. We shall deal with this argument in the next 

section. Here, it is enough to note that there is a dilemma of common-sense between 

the premise of justice and the premise of equality. As Billig (1987) pointed out, these
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dilemmas afflict every sort of ideology and even here, in the case of reconciliation, 

dilemmas are encountered. While the newspapers often hold up the Saville Inquiry as 

an example of justice, implicit in any argument about justice is a condemnation of 

another group - and that other group and its supporters can argue that what is being 

carried out or proposed is in fact, injustice.

4.3.3 Equality

One of the key self-sufficient arguments dominant in criticising the Saville Inquiry as 

a way of dealing with victimhood is that of equality. This can be stated as, “If an 

action leads to equality then it should be performed. Conversely, if an action creates 

or perpetuates inequality, then it should not be performed.”

Applying the premise of equality requires that the writer identify two groups, 

maintain that the two groups have a difference of some kind and argue that the 

difference should not exist. In this specific instance, by identifying the Saville 

Inquiry as benefiting one group and by arguing that another group has not received 

similar treatment, the writer can argue either that the Saville Inquiry should not have 

happened or that another group should receive similar treatment. The premise of 

equality thus works to benefit a group (typically one’s own) and to deprive a group 

(typically not one’s own).

1 want to consider three self-sufficient arguments which are rendered dilemmatic by 

the application of the premise of equality: remembrance, justice and truth. All of 

these are presented as something which has been achieved for the victims and 

therefore, either they should not have been achieved or they should be achieved for 

the writer’s own group.

Firstly, the self-sufficient argument of remembrance is that, “If an action leads to the 

remembrance of past injustices and suffering then it should be performed. If an 

action leads to the forgetting of the past, then it should not be carried out.” It is taken 

as self-evident that victims should not be forgotten and that the past should be 

remembered. But what if only one side is remembered? In an op-ed for the Guardian, 

Unionist Reg Empey writes:

“In the days before Bloody Sunday, two RUC officers - Peter Gilgunn and 

David Montgomery - were shot dead in the Creggan area of the city. Their



121

families have not received justice. Nobody has apologised for their murders, 

despite the IRA having claimed responsibility. This alone illustrates the 

divisiveness of the inquiry culture. With over 3,600 killed, some inquiries 

have been held or are under way, but most deaths appear to have been 

forgotten.” {The Guardian, 16 June 2010).

This extract also invokes the premise of justice but at this stage all I point out is that 

Empey is concerned that “most deaths appear to have been forgotten”. He 

demonstrates this by naming two RUC officers and by identifying “3,600” killed. By 

numbering those killed at “3,600”, he numerically identifies a majority group and a 

minority group. Empey argues later in the article that paying inordinate attention to 

the 14 victims killed on Bloody Sunday is not acceptable because “Northern Ireland 

cannot endure an endless list of Savilie-type inquiries.” Thus the appropriateness of 

the Inquiry is contested because it leads to an inequality in the remembrance of 

victims.

Secondly, the self-sufficient argument of justice is challenged by the premise of 

equality. Equality is an inherent aspect of justice and thus forms an inbuilt dilemma. 

If justice is only applied selectively and not equally to all. then is justice being 

served? The Unionist MLA Jim Allister writes:

“My primary thoughts today are with the thousands of innocent victims of the 

IRA who have never had justice, nor benefitted from any inquiry into why 

their loved one's died. Thus today's jamboree over the Saville Report throws 

into very sharp relief the unacceptable and perverse hierarchy of victims 

which the preferential treatment of ‘Bloody Sunday’ has created.” {News 

Letter, 15 June 2010)

Notice how the two groups are identified (“innocent victims of the IRA” and the 

victims of “Bloody Sunday”) and how specific comparisons are made between them 

to show inequality. Like the previous extract, numbers are used (“thousands”) to 

create a majority group which is underprivileged. Consequently, Allister uses a 

common expression in discourse about victims, an “hierarchy of victims”, to argue 

that all victims are not treated equally. The Saville inquiry is blamed because it 

“created” the “unacceptable and perverse” inequality.
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If Allister argues for justice for innocent victims, others argue for justice against 

perpetrators. In the News Letter, the Unionist MP Gregory Campbell is quoted:

“East Londonderry MP Gregory Campbell has said if charges are brought 

against soldiers accused of lying to the Saville Inquiry, others implicated on 

the day - including Deputy First Minister Martin McGuinness - must face 

charges.” (News Letter, 17 June 2010)

In this instance, the premise of equality is used to argue that if one side faces 

punishment, the other side must face punishment also. By naming a specific 

important individual who would face punishment, the premise helps to form a threat 

to argue against the prosecution of the soldiers. In this way, the self-sufficient 

argument of justice becomes dilemmatic because when faced with self-sufficient 

arguments about equality, people can argue that justice against perpetrators should 

not be performed.

Thirdly, self-sufficient arguments about equality are used against the premise of 

truth. The premise of truth argues that truth should be told and lies should be 

retracted. But again, what if people argue that this is one-sided? Generally, people 

then argue that the other side should also tell the truth - something which they are 

often not prepared to do. Thus the appropriateness of the Saville Inquiry is contested. 

The First Minister of Northern Ireland, Peter Robinson, is quoted in the News Letter 

using this strategy:

“The DUP leader expressed sympathy for the bereaved of the 1972 shooting 

by soldiers in Londonderry but said everybody needed to come clean. ‘We 

can't expect the truth to be told and then not be prepared to tell it yourself,’ he 

said. ‘There's a requirement from all of the paramilitary organisations to 'fess 

up and indicate the roles that they played.”’ (News Letter, 17 June 2010).

By using the premise of equality, Robinson is able to argue that appeals to truth are 

inappropriate (“we can’t expect the truth to be told”) if all sides do not tell the truth. 

Thus he constructs a “requirement” from all sides to confess their roles.



123

From the above extracts we can see that the self-sufficient argument of equality 

renders three other arguments dilemmatic. These dilemmas make dealing with the 

past and dealing with victims in Northern Ireland an inherently difficult issue.

These arguments about equality are also contestable. Arguments about equality can 

themselves become dilemmatic if they are countered by the self-sufficient argument 

of difference (i.e. “If an incident is deemed to be substantially different from other 

incidents, then it warrants different treatment”). Consider the following:

“After Widgery I understand why the Saville report was an absolute necessity 

and why perhaps the Ballymurphy killings have been overlooked in terms of 

launching an inquiry. There cannot be inquiries like Saville into killings as 

there are too many atrocities on both sides. However, that is not to say that 

people of this viewpoint value the lives of the victims any less but it has to be 

accepted that those killings are different and do not warrant the same sort of 

inquiry.” (Irish News, 19 June 2010)

This argument explicitly counters equality objections by saying that they do not 

“value the lives of the victims” from other incidents “any less”. This disclaimer 

acknowledges the validity of the premise of equality but argues that a different 

argument applies: the premise of difference. In the extract, the writer says that “it has 

to be accepted” that other situations are different. Consequently, the Inquiry is 

justified in this instance but is not acceptable for other situations.

4.3.4 Suffering

The self-sufficient argument of suffering is the fourth most common premise in the 

texts analysed. The argument can be expressed as, “If an action leads to a decrease in 

suffering of victims then it should be performed. Conversely, if an action leads to an 

increase in suffering for victims then it should not be performed.” Curiously, 

Wetherell & Potter (1992) do not mention any such premise in their list of self- 

sufficient arguments. Perhaps this may be because the subject matter of victimhood 

contains many more references to suffering and care than discourse about race.

Like the other self-sufficient arguments, its use comes with a number of entailments. 

It implies the existence of a sufferer, a carer and sometimes a perpetrator. The 

sufferer is always regarded as suffering unfairly and there is an obligation on some
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person or group to help the sufferer. This latter point is the most important and will 

be discussed here.

We are considering the question of what should be done about victims and how 

answers are constructed to this question through the use of self-sufficient arguments. 

Accordingly, the invocation of the suffering of victims is strongly associated with 

appeals for action. Consider the following:

“We have a societal duty, then, to address the needs of many other victims 

and survivors: to the unionist community in border regions, to the families of 

young British soldiers who cannot yet comprehend why their son died, to the 

republican families whose loved-ones' deaths are portrayed by some as being 

less worthy of grief.” (Belfast Telegraph, 18 June 2010)

The victims are “worthy of grief’ and have “needs” which means that there is a 

“societal duty” to address those needs. The suffering of the victims in this extract is 

used to argue that society must care for those victims. In another extract, political 

representatives are given the responsibility for dealing with suffering:

“Our political representatives are agreed that all victims and survivors of the 

conflict have a right to truth and justice, but have yet to formulate a 

prescription to address this ill.” (Belfast Telegraph, 18 June 2010)

As discussed in the previous chapter, this extract positions politicians as doctor- 

figures who must “formulate a prescription” to address the “ill” of the victims. They 

have the responsibility of caring for the victims by providing them with truth and 

justice.

In both of these extracts there is, at some level, an appeal for action. In other extracts, 

the premise of suffering functions more as a justification for action. It can either be 

used to justify violent (re)action or to justify caring actions. One writer comments 

that Bloody Sunday led one man to violence:

“A former Provisional IRA man, Sean - now a prominent member of Sinn 

Fein - told me recently that Bloody Sunday had indeed set him on the road to 

violent nationalism. The events of that day, we both agreed, represented a
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huge violation of the most fundamental of human rights - the right to life.” 

(Belfast Telegraph, 16 June 2010)

The appeal to “human rights” invokes the premise which argues that suffering should 

not happen. Thus “Sean” is justified in seeking to prevent the suffering. Sean is 

constructed as a passive agent who is “set... on the road to violent nationalism” and 

this diminishes his responsibility. He was provoked to violence because of the 

suffering that was caused. The text is not arguing for violence as an outcome of 

suffering but it is arguing that the violent reaction that occurred was, to some extent, 

a legitimate and understandable one.

The premise is also used to justify caring actions:

‘“The repression that came upon us was the same that was suffered by 

ordinary people elsewhere and everywhere to stand up against injustice,’ he 

said. Mr Doherty listed tragedies from Darfur to Gazza. ‘Let our truth stand 

and their truth too,’ he said.” (Irish News, 16 June 2010)

The writer constructs the victims of Bloody Sunday as part of a wider group of 

victims who have suffered across the world. All these victims should receive truth on 

the grounds that they have all suffered. No further support is needed than to point out 

that they have all suffered unjustly and this provides the basis for justifying helping 

them. “Inclusive victimhood” is used here in a very strategic way. By identifying 

himself with others who have suffered he adds legitimacy to his own case by 

identifying other historical tragedies as belonging to the same category of suffering 

as his own. He selectively identifies specific tragedies outside of Northern Ireland to 

show that they all belong to the category of suffering “by ordinary people”. This is a 

rhetorical use of inclusive victimhood which is not linked to reconciliation with the 

other local group but works towards the validation of ingroup suffering by inclusion 

of other tragedies in the same category.

One extract seems to challenge the use of this premise of suffering:

“However, without diminishing the suffering of the bereaved or seeking to 

exonerate any of those criticised, it cannot be in the interests of the victims, 

their relatives, the people of Northern Ireland or of the United Kingdom to
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pursue this through the courts. This tragic chapter should now be closed.”

(The Daily Telegraph, 16 June 2010)

The opening phrase functions as a disclaimer which is only needed if the writer is 

doing something which they perceive will be challenged on that basis. Thus what the 

writer says operates against the premise of suffering (as potentially or actually used 

by others). The premise of suffering argues that if an action leads to a decrease in 

suffering, it should be performed and this writer argues that an action (prosecution) 

which may lead to a decrease in suffering (according to some) should not be 

performed. This is argued on the grounds that “it cannot be in the interests of the 

victims” and that “this... chapter should now be closed.” Thus the argument rests on 

a premise of interests (that actions should be performed in the best interests of the 

acting party) and a premise of closure (issues should be closed eventually). This 

reveals a dilemma of common-sense in which two premises argue against continued 

attention to the suffering of victims.

The premise of suffering, I have argued, is functional in arguing for and justifying 

action. But it can be challenged like any other premise. Not even the premise of 

suffering works as an “argument to end all arguments”.

4.4 Discussion

At the start of this chapter I asked the question, “What should be done about 

victims?” More specifically I was interested in how people answer this question in 

the newspaper corpus following the Bloody Sunday Inquiry. I have listed a range of 

premises which people used to argue about what should be done and I look at four of 

these in greater detail. Studying these four self-sufficient arguments about what 

should be done has helped us see that each of these premises is inherently 

dilemmatic. None of them provide a non-contentious basis for dealing with 

victimhood even though they are commonly accepted arguments. Consider the 

following summary:

The self-sufficient argument of truth proposes that if a lie has been told, the truth 

should be told to correct it. This is a powerful argument with a set of entailments that 

make the victims (truth-tellers) look good and the perpetrators (liars) look bad. But it 

is dilemmatic because how can we ever know the truth for sure? And if the context is
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extended far enough, we can always find more truth and find someone else to look 

bad.

The self-sufficient argument of justice proposes that if an action conforms to the 

principles of justice then it should be performed. If an action is unjust or perpetuates 

injustice, then it should not be performed. It does not appear to be contentious. But 

what if justice is not truly justice if it is not applied equally? This led to a deeper 

discussion of the premise of equality.

In the self-sufficient argument of equality, it is argued that if an action leads to 

equality then it should be performed. Conversely, if an action creates or perpetuates 

inequality, then it should not be performed. It can be used to render several other 

premises dilemmatic. If it is argued that some victims should be remembered (e.g. 

through the Bloody Sunday Inquiry), surely this does not produce equality? If it is 

argued that the truth should be told, surely there is inequality if only one side tells it? 

But even the argument of equality is contentious if one argues from the premise of 

difference: substantially different situations should be handled in different ways.

Then the self-sufficient argument of suffering was examined which argues that if an 

action leads to a decrease in suffering of victims then it should be performed. 

Conversely, if an action leads to an increase in suffering for victims then it should 

not be performed. It seems right to help suffering victims. But what if it is not in their 

best interests to pursue what they want? And what if some issues need to be closed 

eventually?

What 1 am trying to argue is that there is no argument that is not contentious. And 

there is no argument that will end all arguments. The victims (and society around 

them) are not passive. They argue with one another about what should be done and 

because of the dilemmatic nature of self-sufficient arguments, there are always 

potential arguments to be used. And the dilemmatic nature of these arguments helps 

to explain why there is so often a deadlock in discussions about what should be done 

about victims in Northern Ireland.

This chapter highlights some important concerns with previous research into 

victimhood and peace-building.
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Firstly, previous research argues that justice (Bloomfield et ah, 2003), truth (David & 

Choi, 2005), healing (Staub & Pearlman, 2006) and equality (David & Choi, 2009) 

should be provided for victims. Often this research fails to consider how these are 

self-sufficient arguments which can be challenged by other common-sense 

arguments. They are not beyond contention. This means that implementation of such 

policies will inevitably encounter resistance. If we argue, for example, that we should 

care for victims and not force them to move on (Bloomfield et ah, 2003, p. 87), how 

do we respond to the common-sense premise that “we need to move on”? 

Alternatively we could argue that truth should be provided for victims but as has 

been noted here and in previous research (Lundy & McGovern, 2005), many victims 

are upset that the “whole truth” is not told. “Truth” seems to function as symbolic 

capital (Bourdieu, 1991) and as one side tells their story, this provides legitimacy to 

their position. Other groups try to remove that capital by replacing it with their own 

story or demanding that their own story should be told. The dilemmatic nature of 

truth-telling renders it difficult to put into practice even though its self-sufficient 

nature makes it hard to contest as an important contribution to reconciliation and 

dealing with victimhood. Arguments for justice fall into a similar trap because justice 

for one group is injustice for another and applying the argument of equality can 

quickly turn justice into revenge (Hamber & Wilson, 2002). Likewise, arguments for 

healing and equality are subject to counter-positions which also make clear sense. 

What qualifies one argument to be superior to another argument? Common-sense is 

structured in such a way as to enable debate about many issues including what 

should be done about victims. These ideological dilemmas must be squarely faced by 

scholars in the area.

Secondly, previous research tends to see victims as passive to a greater or lesser 

extent. The role of the scholar is to provide solutions which, when implemented, will 

help to solve the problems. But victims will argue about those solutions and will 

often argue that they are wrong, unjust, biased and not conducive to the truth - even 

when the scholar aims to rectify those precise things. As we have seen in the 

discussion of the self-sufficient arguments, even attempts to provide justice will be 

met with resistance from other victims (perhaps identified as perpetrators by some) 

who claim that this is unjust.
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Thirdly, peace psychology sometimes exalts itself above or removes itself beyond 

the arguments within society about what should happen to victims. Academics speak 

within their own scholarly community and fail to speak from within the fray. This is 

untenable in view of the equal contestability of arguments in both spheres (academic 

and societal). Academics should seek to engage more with society by acknowledging 

that they are not neutral and by advancing arguments and reasons for their positions 

to the victims themselves. They should accept the consequent challenges from 

victims and should continue to argue with victims about what should be done. 

Sometimes they will agree with victims and sometimes they will not. But they are 

rarely above the victims in terms of the validity of their arguments. It is often 

because victims feel disenfranchised and not listened to that they express grievance. 

Attempts to engage with victims at least give them an opportunity to express their 

perspectives.

This is a call to a self-critical peace psychology which engages with society as a 

player within and not outside society. It is a call to academics to see that they must 

engage in argument with the rest of society and not merely other academics. It is a 

call to recognise our own assumptions and self-sufficient arguments as we seek to 

make a positive change in post-conflict societies.
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5 Arguing aboiit who are the victims in manifestos

5.1 Introduction

In Chapters 3 and 4 I have discussed how the nature of victimhood is constructed 

using metaphors and how the question of what should be done about victims is 

argued with the help of self-sufficient arguments. In those studies I examined 

newspapers because of their influence on everyday talk and because they transmit a 

broad range of societal discourse. They are also readily available and are easily 

situated. In this two-part study I will use a different medium: political manifestos. In 

the first part of the study (this chapter) I will examine the question of “Who are the 

victims?” As in Chapter 4 I will focus on rhetorical premises but this time in their 

function of providing premises for defining identity rather than for requiring action. 

In the second part of the study (Chapter 6), I want to return to the issue of how to 

deal with victims and examine how the manifestos answer the question.

In this chapter then, we will turn to the difficult and contested issue of who is a 

victim. While previous research has said that victimhood is often competitive (Noor 

et ah, 2012) such research is not focused on rhetoric so it conceptualises competition 

in terms of psychological dynamics. In fact, there is very little research which 

thoroughly explores the rhetorical nature of victimhood. This chapter helps to further 

our understanding of the means of competition by identifying the frequently disputed 

premises which are used to identify victims. I aim to identify how different political 

groups construct their answers to the question “Who is a victim?” How do they 

exclude certain groups of people from being victims? The use of premises will be 

analysed to see the rhetorical frameworks which are used to construct these different 

definitions of who is the victim.

5.1.1 Why study manifestos?

There are several reasons for examining political manifestos. Firstly, manifestos 

serve to mobilise voters and thus serve as a good indicator of discourses that may be 

strong within the communities to which the manifestos are addressed. Secondly, 

manifestos are temporally sequential and correspond to key political events that have 

taken place. This means that temporal shifts in discourse can be observed and
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mapped to relevant political events. Thirdly, manifestos come from a diverse cross- 

section of politics in Northern Ireland and thus cross-sectional diversity of discourses 

can be clearly seen and identified. Some discussion of these three points is merited to 

justify and explain their use in this study.

5.1.1.1 The f unction of manifestos

Discourse analysts have long recognised that genre is an important aspect of 

communication (Fairclough, 2003) and the political manifesto is a form that is often 

neglected. Genre can be defined as “a text or discourse type which is recognized as 

such by its users by its characteristic features of style or form, which will be 

specifiable through stylistic and text-linguistic/discourse analysis, and/or by the 

particular function of texts belonging to the genre” (Dudley-Evans, 2002, p. 206). 

Using this definition, manifestos can be seen as a distinct and clearly defined genre. 

It has characteristic features such as the list of proposals under separate headings, 

statements addressed to the voter and comments directed against other political 

parties. Manifestos also have particular functions. A consideration of some research 

helps to identify these functions.

Political manifestos have evolved over the years. Prior to 1945, manifestos were 

short documents of only a few pages and were much less specific in the issues and 

proposals made than they currently are (Kavanagh, 1981, p. 8). Presently, manifestos 

used in the British parliamentary system have detailed proposals which explain to 

voters the actions that the party will attempt to take if they are elected to a position 

where they have sufficient power to do so. Thus, in terms of function, the manifesto 

can be seen as a mandate for the elected party to effect various changes specified in 

their manifesto. It also has symbolic significance in identifying the party as part of a 

larger political group such as “left-wing” or “moderate” and the like. Furthermore, 

having this manifesto allows the elected party to force through various changes when 

they are elected (Kavanagh, 1981, pp. 8-11). Daubler (2012), more recently has 

conducted interviews with members of political parties in Ireland to explore their 

understanding of the function of manifestos. One Fianna Fail interviewee explained 

that the main purpose of the manifesto was to communicate party policy to the 

public. The way in which this was envisaged as being performed was through the 

mediation of the media. It was not expected that the public in general would read the
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manifesto, but rather the distribution of summary leaflets, posters and media 

appearances would disseminate the essential messages of the manifesto. Various 

parties expressed similar views although some printed smaller “mini” versions of the 

manifestos for distribution and made use of websites and social media to 

communicate manifesto commitments. Another key function of the manifestos was 

for “intra-party” use in order to give party members guidelines regarding party 

commitments and goals.

Clearly then it seems that the function of political manifestos is rather complex. It is 

a tool to mobilise voters - but not an unmediated one. To summarise, it seems that 

one main function of a political manifesto is to provide a basis for the 

communication of party policy to the public via media and distributed summaries. 

Another function is to co-ordinate intra-party goals.

Although much of the research mentioned above relates to UK and Irish manifestos, 

there is overlap between these systems and that in Northern Ireland. Northern Ireland 

holds Westminster elections along with the rest of the UK and thus campaigning for 

this is in accordance with practices in the rest of the UK. The Irish system is similar 

and indeed one party (Sinn Fein) runs for elections in the North and South of Ireland. 

However, because of the differences in the political situations of those areas, the 

topics of the manifestos differ.

5.1.1.2 The longitudinal study of manifestos

One of the key features of manifestos is that they are inextricably linked to history 

and thus cannot be divorced from the political and historical context in which they 

appear. It will be helpful then to summarise briefly the context of recent elections 

from 1996 to the present day. Much of this information and further detail can be 

found in Melaugh (2006) and Melaugh (2012a).

Perhaps the start of the peace process can be located in the IRA ceasefire of August 

1994. This was ended temporarily in 1996 with the bombing of Canary Wharf. 

Following this, discussions continued between the British government and political 

parties in Northern Ireland. In March 1996, John Major, the British Prime Minister, 

announced elections for May of that year to elect parties to participate in a Forum of 

discussion on the future governance of Northern Ireland. In June, the Stormont all-
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party talks began but Sinn Fein were excluded because of their support for continued 

IRA violence. Violence continued throughout the talks until the talks ceased 

temporarily from March to June 1997 to allow parties to focus on the general 

election of that year. In May the 1997 general election was held amidst continuing 

violence by the IRA. However in July 1997, the IRA renewed its ceasefire and in 

August, Sinn Fein was allowed to rejoin all-party talks. Eventually these talks led to 

the Peace Agreement of April 1998. In June of 1998, the first assembly elections 

were held to determine the makeup of the new Northern Ireland assembly. This 

newly formed assembly met in devolved capacity for the first time in December 

1999. Less than two months later in February 2000, following the lack of evidence of 

decommissioning by the IRA and the threat of resignation from Unionists, the British 

government suspended the Assembly and introduced direct rule. This was reinstated 

in May 2000 and despite periodic suspensions, the Assembly was in operation during 

the Local and Westminster elections in June 2001. The Assembly was suspended 

again in October 2002 and this suspension lasted until March 2007. During this 

period Assembly elections took place in November 2003 (although the Assembly 

was suspended), European elections took place in 2004 and Westminster and Local 

elections in 2005. In October 2006, talks were held at St Andrews in Scotland which 

formed the basis for a new devolved government. The Assembly that had been 

elected in 2003 met for a short time from November 2006 to January 2007 as the 

Transitional Assembly. In March 2007 then. Assembly elections were held and 

power was devolved to that Assembly the day after the election. In May 2007 the 

Assembly was finally organised and began to govern. In 2009, European elections 

were held followed by Westminster elections in 2010. Assembly and Local elections 

were held again in 2011 thus marking the first full term of the previous assembly.

Although this is a rather detailed summary of the context of the elections it is 

nonetheless necessary in order to understand the situation of each of the manifestos 

and the particular concerns that they may be speaking to. This will serve as a helpful 

framework for understanding temporal shifts in discourse about victims in the 

analysis of the manifestos.
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5.1.1.3 The cross-sectional study of manifestos

Not only can temporal shifts in discourse be identified, but manifestos, because they 

are produced by often competing political parties, a cross-sectional approach can be 

taken. Different parties will take different positions on victims and this will be seen 

in their discourses. To understand this cross-sectional element of the study, a brief 

overview of major political parties in Northern Ireland is provided here. Further 

information can be found in Melaugh & McKenna (2012).

Unionist:

Ulster Unionist Party (UUP): For many years the UUP was the dominant Unionist 

party but from 2001 onwards began to be eclipsed (in terms of votes) by the DUP. It 

was a pro-Agreement party.

Democratic Unionist Party (DUP): From 2003 this was the largest Unionist party. 

During the 1998 referendum on the Good Friday Agreement it campaigned against it. 

However the party has since entered (in 2007) a power-sharing government with 

Sinn Fein.

Traditional Unionist Voice (TUV): Formed in 2007 as a reaction to the DUP entering 

a power-sharing government. It is against the 1998 Agreement and against power

sharing.

Progressive Unionist Party (PUP): The party spoke for the UVF after the UVF 

ceasefire in 1994. It entered into talks in 1996 which produced the 1998 Agreement 

which it supported.

Nationalist:

Sinn Fein (Irish: “Ourselves”): For many years this was the political branch of the 

IRA. It entered into talks in 1997 and supported the resultant 1998 agreement. In 

2001 it eclipsed the SDLP as the largest Nationalist party (by votes).

Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP): Until 2001 this was the largest 

Nationalist party (by votes). It participated in talks which culminated in the 1998 

agreement which it supported.
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Non-partisan:

Alliance (Alliance Party of Northern Ireland): A moderate party which supported the 

1998 agreement. It has Unionist roots.

Worker’s Party of Ireland: A smaller party which supported the 1998 agreement. It 

has Nationalist roots.

Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition (NIWC): The party engaged in talks that led to 

the 1998 agreement which it supported. It was disbanded in 2006.

Conservative Party: The Northern Ireland branch of the UK Conservative Party 

which in Northern Ireland is very small (although not in the UK).

Green Party: The party campaigns mainly for environmental issues.

Understanding these differences between the parties helps to situate the party 

manifestos that will be discussed.

5.1.2 Who are the victims?

The question of who the victims are is a contentious issue in Northern Ireland 

(McDowell, 2007). Not everyone identifies as a victim as Cairns et al. (2003) point 

out. They found that only 12% of the population regularly identify themselves as a 

victim. On the other hand, Bloomfield (1998) argues that everyone over the thirty 

years of the Troubles can be classed as a victim in some way. These completely 

different answers illustrate the difficulty in deciding who a victim is.

Both McDowell (2007) and Ferguson et al. (2010) provide extensive discussion of 

this issue and some of their points are worth noting here.

Both papers refer to the empirical research by Cairns et al. (2003). As mentioned 

above, this research attempts to answer the question by asking people if they identify 

themselves as a victim. Ferguson et al. (2010) mention the Northern Ireland Life and 

Times Survey which, in 2004, found that 22% of the sample considered themselves 

as victims. But this research tends to mask a significant issue: how people argue 

about who is entitled to the category of “victim”?

Both papers also refer to government definitions of who a victim is. Ferguson et al. 

(2010) note that the Good Friday Agreement used the term “victims of violence” to
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encompass a wide range of people. McDowell (2007) observes that one of the first 

government reports on victims (Bloomfield, 1998) was criticised because of some 

references to “innocent victims” (thereby excluding non-innocent victims) even 

though it generally supported a very inclusive definition. A report from the Office of 

the First Minister and Deputy First Minister of Northern Ireland suggested that 

victims could be defined as: “The surviving physically and psychologically injured 

of violent, conflict related incidents and those close relatives or partners who care for 

them, along with those close relatives or partners who mourn their dead” (Victims 

Unit, 2002, p. 1). This is not dissimilar to the eventual legal definition which was 

established in 2006 (HMSO, 2006).

McDowell (2007) explains that both political groups and victims’ groups react in a 

variety of ways to such definitions. Some Unionist groups are vehemently opposed to 

inclusive definitions and argue that only “innocent victims of terrorism” are 

legitimate victims. Other Nationalist groups are supportive of the more inclusive 

definition arguing that it would be wrong to exclude some who had been caught up in 

the violence.

My point in surveying this is to show that academics and governments alike are 

unable to produce a non-contestable definition of a victim. Every definition supposes 

a counter-definition. Furthermore, every definition is based on some rhetorical 

premise that attempts to justify their particular definition. References to “innocent” 

victims invoke a premise of justice (“Injustice should be rectified and justice should 

be established”) and references to suffering invoke a premise of suffering (“Suffering 

should be alleviated by healing”). While these premises are about action, they also 

require that particular groups be assigned into various categories (e.g. guilty and 

innocent; sufferer and healer). The use of a premise provides the rhetorical 

framework for assigning people to a certain category. When arguments occur, they 

are often not about the assignment to a particular category, but about the appropriate 

premise which should be used. And often these arguments are heated.

These premises often function as the centre of coherent ways of talking about 

victimhood. These coherent structures can be referred to as “interpretative 

repertoires” (Potter, Wetherell, Gill, & Edwards, 1990) since they are “repertoires” 

of terms and concepts that are used to talk about victims. In choosing a premise and
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developing an interpretative repertoire, speakers seek to legitimate their definition of 

a victim, van Leeuwen (2008, p. 105) points out that all language is legitimation and 

seeks to answer unspoken questions. He suggests four ways in which legitimation 

can occur in discourse (van Leeuwen, 2008, pp. 105-106):

1. Authorisation - appeal to tradition or law.

2. Moral evaluation - appeal to a value system.

3. Rationalisation - appeal to whether something "works" or whether it is "the

way things are".

4. Mythopoesis - the use of stories.

These categories are groups of premises for argumentation and function as an 

organising structure for different self-sufficient arguments. The analysis in this 

chapter draws on this framework proposed by van Leeuwen (2008) as a helpful way 

of categorising premises. Within each section of the analysis I examine relevant 

arguments to see how these premises are used to legitimate a particular construction 

of who the victims are.

The fact that groups use different premises to argue vehemently about who is a 

victim indicates that victimhood is a coveted resource or a kind of “symbolic capital” 

(Bourdieu, 1991) as we referred to it in Chapter I. In Aristotle’s Rhetoric (Aristotle, 

2010) he maintains that a speaker can persuade their audience through three means: 

ethos (the character of the speaker), pathos (emotional appeal) and logos (logical 

appeal). So in rhetorical language, obtaining the status of “victim” is the ability to 

invoke ethos and to persuade by means of your character as a victim. This accords 

with other research which has also observed this phenomenon (Noor et ah, 2012; 

Stevenson et ah, 2007). In Northern Ireland, Stevenson et ah (2007) show that being 

a “disempowered minority” is a rhetorical position used to obtain ingroup advantage. 

And in a collective sense, Noor et ah (2012) argue that groups identify as a victim 

and argue against the victimhood of another group in order to promote their own 

interests. It seems clear that identifying as a victim holds advantage for the victim.

So who are the victims? Ultimately it depends on who is speaking. Some Unionists 

will argue that only victims of terrorism as truly victims. Others will argue that
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anyone who has suffered is a victim. Whatever position is taken holds a rhetorical 

advantage for the speaker in terms of being able to argue for some consequent action 

which they desire.

5.2 Materials

The manifestos used for the analysis are listed in Table 3.
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Not all elections or election manifestos were sampled and this was primarily due to 

the difficulty in obtaining these manifestos. Elections which are not represented in 

the data are indicated in Table 3 by grey rows. However, the years sampled are large 

enough to indicate general trends. One indication of this is that when the reader 

examines the parties which mention victims, prior to their first mention there is 

usually an unbroken silence. It seems unlikely that any reference to victims would 

occur after such long periods of being not mentioned. Most of the manifestos were 

accessed through the CAIN archive managed by the University of Ulster (Melaugh, 

2012b). The manifestos from 1982 - 1996 were obtained at the Northern Ireland 

Political Collection held at the Linen Hall Library in Belfast.

The material that was analysed from each manifesto was chosen based upon 

references to victims that it contained. Paragraphs or sections referring to “victims” 

were used. These were identified by searching the manifestos for the term “victim*”. 

When the reference was evidently to victims of non-political violence then the 

section was not used in analysis. However, many manifestos had a section dealing 

specifically with victims of Troubles-related violence.

5.3 Analytic Approach

In Chapter 4, I used the analysis of self-sufficient arguments to examine the question, 

"What should be done about victims?” In this chapter I turn again to the study of 

argumentation to answer the question, “Who are the victims?” Self-sufficient 

arguments form not only the basis for arguing about what should be done about 

victims but also for arguing about who the victims are. Their analysis in this chapter 

will show the self-sufficient arguments which undergird discussion about who the 

victims are in Northern Ireland.

Premises are important because they invoke a whole range of entailments and enable 

the writer to build an “interpretative repertoire” (Potter et ah, 1990) about victims. 

Interpretative repertoires are coherent ways of talking about an issue which often 

cluster around a central idea or metaphor or in our case, a premise. Lor example, if 

the premise of justice is used, the writer can build contrasts between the guilty 

(perpetrator) and the innocent (victim) and construct an actor to adjudicate between 

the two. The writer can thus start to use words, descriptions and narratives which 

characterise the victim and innocent and the perpetrator as guilty. In this way, the



141

simple selection of a premise upon which to base the rhetoric about victimhood 

allows for full interpretative repertoires to be built up.

The analysis which follows explores the use of different premises used to construct 

justifications for various definitions of a victim. I use the structure provided by van 

Leeuwen (2008) to organise these arguments and show how that the arguments often 

function as central points for building interpretative repertoires.

5.4 Longitudinal analysis

Prior to dealing with more detailed analysis of the manifestos, I want to observe 

some longitudinal trends. My aim is to show that talk about victims occurs within 

particular historical (and thus, rhetorical) contexts. A brief content analysis will 

provide some indication of the changes in talk about victims from 1997 to 2011. 

Figure 1 illustrates the use of the term “victim” and its derivatives in manifestos 

based on the percentage of the manifesto (by word count) that covers the topic. 

Topics were delimited by consideration of paragraph boundaries and by section 

boundaries (often indicated by headings within the manifesto). For simplicity I have 

only included the main parties and those that made a significant mention of victims.
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Figure 1: Graph of percentage mentions of victims in selected manifestos (by word 

count)

Figure 1 shows that prior to 2001 references to victims are minimal, appearing only 

in Alliance and NIWC manifestos in 1997 and 1998. Prior to 1997 there is no 

mention of victims in the manifestos consulted. However, from 2001 through 2010 

there is consistent mention of victims by various parties. The only exception to this is 

on European election years during which most parties either do not mention victims 

or reduce the amount of space for that subject. Interestingly, from 2010 to 201 I there 

was a reduction in the amount of space given to talking about victim issues. This 

may indicate the lessening importance of victims for mobilising voters. Even the 

TUV party which mentions victims most shows a decline in the amount of space 

devoted to victims’ issues.

While an exact analysis of why these trends may be as they are is beyond the scope 

of this chapter, several points may be observed. Firstly, the absence of mentions of 

victims prior to 1997 may be due to the lack of a peace process. Following the start 

of talks between parties about peace and forming a government, victims begin to be 

talked about. It marks a discursive shift in which the crucial issue is no longer about
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security or civil rights, but starts to shift to post-conflict issues as awareness grows of 

a post-conflict society that is emerging. Certainly the issue of victims in the 

manifestos is clearly seen to be a post-conflict issue (if we define conflict rather 

narrowly as “widespread armed violence”).

Secondly, seeing discourse as constitutive as well as being constituted by external 

structures suggests that the use of talk about victims in manifestos must not be 

merely seen as reflecting existing social problems but also as constituting existing 

social problems: defining them as social problems and bringing them into public 

discourse. This also shapes what a “post-conflict” society is by establishing victims 

as a relevant issue.

Thirdly, victims seem not to be so important in European elections. The kinds of 

issues discussed in European and Assembly/Westminster manifestos are different. 

The discursive domain of European politics does not seem to involve victim issues.

Finally, the gradual reduction in space given to victim issues in the 201 I elections 

may suggest a further discursive/societal shift in which victim issues no longer play 

as important a role as they did previously. However victims continue to be vocal and 

media attention to the needs of victims may prompt continued or increased attention 

in future manifestos.

While this longitudinal analysis is brief, it serves to show that talk about victims is 

more or less prevalent depending on the rhetorical context. So after the Good Friday 

Agreement victims become a key issue. And in European elections, victims are not 

an issue. Both of these instances show that context and victim-rhetoric are linked.

5.5 Cross-sectional analysis

In this section I want to outline the views of the different parties on who is a victim. 

One of the easiest ways of identifying this is to look at adjectives and nouns which 

are used to refer to the victims. Sometimes the manifestos will say “victims of 

terrorism” or sometimes “victims of the Troubles” among other things. Oftentimes 

the word "victim" is preceded by a premodifying adjective (e.g. genuine or innocent) 

or with a postmodifying noun (e.g. victims of “terrorism” or “the Troubles”). Some 

previous research has examined corpora to see how notions such as sexuality are 

constructed using similar adjective and noun patterns (Caldas-Coulthard & Moon,
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2010). Such research argues that regular patterns can be identified which show 

dominant trends in the social construction of a concept. In these manifestos also, the 

label of "victim" is modified in various ways with effects on how victims are 

constructed.

In the vast majority of cases, an action is used as the agent of victimisation rather 

than the actual agent who carried out the action. This seems to be because victims are 

characterised by the events that happened to them rather than by who carried out 

those attacks. This characteristic expression "victims of [an action/event]" seems to 

be naturalised or conventionalised to such an extent that to talk about "victims of [an 

actor]" is highly unusual. When it does occur, there seems to be a stress on the actors 

carrying out the victimising event. Most often though, the event/situation is used to 

characterise the victims and the agent who carries out the victimisation is not 

mentioned or is backgrounded. Victimhood, by the very language which is used to 

talk about it, focuses on the events which cause victimhood.

Because an event or situation is described as being responsible for the victimisation, 

variations in identifying events lead to different constructions of victimhood. The use 

of premodifiers and postmodifiers to talk about victimhood are very common. Of 356 

uses of the word "victim" in the manifestos, 53 of these uses are accompanied by a 

modifier as shown below. These modifiers function to qualify and to clarify the 

nature of the victimhood being discussed and the precise identity of the victims being 

discussed.

5.5.1 DUP and TUV - Victims of terrorism

Typically, DUP and TUV locate the responsibility for victimhood in "terrorism". A 

list of the modifications used in the DUP and TUV manifestos is given below.

DUP

2001 Victims of terrorism

2003 widows of former UDR/R1R personnel murdered by terrorists

Prison Officers who were injured through terrorism 

genuine victims of terrorism

2004 victims of terrorism
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2009 victims of terrorism

2011 bereaved victims of terrorism

victims and survivors of the Troubles

TUV

2009 innocent victims of the past

victims of terrorism 

victim survivors of terrorism 

innocent victims of terrorism 

innocent victim’s story

2010 innocent victims of the past

victims of terrorism 

victim survivors of terrorism 

Innocent victims (x3) 

innocent victims of terrorism

2011 innocent victims of the past

victims of terrorism 

victim survivors of terrorism (x2) 

victims of terror 

innocent victims (x2)

While the references to victims are more prevalent in the TUV manifestos, both 

parties use a premise of justice when referring to the victims (bar a few exceptions). 

One of the entailments of this is the definition of an innocent group and a guilty 

group. The victims receive the adjective “innocent” frequently and they are victims 

because of “terrorism”. This has the effect of excluding groups who have suffered 

because of state violence and those who may have been involved in perpetrating 

violence.

5.5.2 Sinn Fein - Victims of “the conflict” and “state violence”

Sinn Fein frequently modifies references to victims with references to “the conflict.”

2001 victims of state violence
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2003 victims of the conflict

victims of state violence

2004 those who have suffered directly as a result of the conflict, including those 

who regard themselves as “victims”, those who regard themselves as “survivors” and 

those who have been imprisoned as a result of the conflict

2007 victims and survivors of the recent conflict 

victims of state violence and collusion

2009 collusion victims

2010 victims and survivors of the conflict

victims and survivors of the conflict 

victims of the conflict

Sinn Fein also consistently uses the situation/event as the agent of victimisation. 

However rather than the DUP and TUV which use terrorism as the key event or 

Alliance (below) which uses the Troubles as the key event or SDLP (below) which 

uses injustice and violence as key events, Sinn Fein talks primarily about state 

violence as the key event. In 2001, victims of state violence are the exclusive focus, 

but in later manifestos, while this seems to be a regular concern, there is also a 

concern that there be no hierarchy of victims and so in 2003 there is a broadening of 

the modification of victims as seen in the phrase "victims of the conflict". However, 

even the use of the word "conflict" has ideological implications. By defining the 

situation in Northern Ireland as a "conflict", the implication is that there are two 

warring sides and so the label of "terrorism" does not fit well in describing the 

situation. This helps to remove suggestions that some victims are innocent and some 

are blameworthy thereby allowing some disputed victims on the Republican side to 

be classed as victims. However, the use of the term “victims of state violence” does 

tend to lay blame for victimhood at the feet of the British state and makes clear the 

emphasis of Sinn Fein.

The use of terms such as “violence”, “suffered” and “survivor” suggests that a 

premise of suffering is being invoked. Because people have “suffered” from 

“violence” and have “surviv[ed]” they merit the label of “victim”.
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5.5.3 Alliance - Victims of “the Troubles” and of “the political situation”.

Alliance, as a non-partisan group, defines victims more broadly through modifiers 

such as “of the Troubles”.

1998 Victims of crime1

2005 victimised by the Troubles

2007 victims of'the Troubles'

2010 victims of the political situation

2011 victims of the political situation

In these modifications Alliance generalise the agent of harm to such an extent that it 

covers any actors that could be described as victimisers. In the first reference 

(“victims of crime”), there is a suggestion of culpability attached to the victimise!' 

since a "crime" has been committed to create the victim. However, in the next four 

postmodifiers, the agent of harm is so removed that the situation itself is described as 

causing the harm.

In all of these references to victims, no perpetrators are referred to from any side and 

this fits into Alliance's role as a party which presents itself as non-partisan. Instead, 

the situation of the Troubles itself is used to define victimhood and so victims from 

any side can be said to be victims because they have all experienced suffering 

because of “the Troubles” or “the political situation”. Although this is similar in 

some respects to the phrase “victims of the conflict” used by Sinn Fein, the term 

“conflict” grants a legitimacy to the situation whereas the terms used by Alliance 

seem to suggest that the situation is abnormal. Nevertheless, both Alliance and Sinn 

Fein use terms that leave the claim to victimhood open to both sides. Perhaps a hint 

of ambiguity may be seen in the use of the term “The Troubles” because this can be 

read as either inferring that someone is causing these Troubles and that the victims 

are a result of these people’s acts or it can be read as a more general reference to the 

situation in which no clear perpetrator is defined. This ambiguity is potentially

The context indicates that this refers to victims of the conflict: “Alliance recognises that the issue of 
prisoners is a difficult and sensitive one. Victims of crime, and society as a whole, have the right to 
expect wrongdoers to be punished. In the context of Northern Ireland, it should also be acknowledged 
that some prisoners were drawn into terrorist activity by indoctrination or duress.”
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advantageous at encouraging votes from both sides of the community to support the 

Alliance Party. Aside from this, it seems that the terms used here by Alliance invoke 

a premise of suffering which identifies a cause of suffering, a sufferer, and identifies 

the latter as the victims.

5.5.4 SLDP - Victims of “injustice”, “violence” and “aggression”.

1997 victims of injustice

2003 victims of violence

2005 victims of aggression

2007 victims of sectarian harassment

all victims be they of the state or paramilitaries.

The situations/events causing victimhood are variously specified as "injustice", 

"violence", "aggression" and "sectarian harassment." Each of these labels are broad 

enough to cover victims from any part of the community and each specify something 

which creates victims.

Both premises of justice and suffering are used here but unlike DUP and TUV there 

are no references to “innocence” or “terrorism”. Thus the framework of justice 

invoked is broader and encompasses agents of injustice in the “state” and 

“paramilitaries”.

5.5.5 NIWC - Victims of violence

1997 victims of violence

1998 victims of violence 

2001 Victims of violence

victims of violence 

victims of violence

The Women's Coalition consistently uses the postmodifier "violence" which is 

consistent with their desire to see victims from all parts of the community receiving 

help. This is not specified as terrorist violence or state violence but simply violence. 

Unlike Alliance which uses the expression "victims of the political situation", the
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expression "victims of violence" suggests clearly that there is a real wrongdoer who 

inflicts violence rather than an impersonal force.

The reference to “violence” also implies that the victim of it is injured and suffering. 

The premise of suffering seems to be in use to construct the identity of a victim.

This cross-sectional analysis shows that there are quite clearly-defined patterns of 

referring to victims in the manifestos. The simple patterns of adjectives and nouns 

show the differences in the positions of the parties. The selection of the agent of 

harm is based on a rhetorical framework built from a premise which allows the 

parties to legitimate a particular definition of victims. While it could be argued that 

the use of these modifiers to describe victims simply selects a group of victims for 

attention from a larger group of victims, at the very least the use of these terms 

backgrounds certain groups of victims and removes them from attention. However, it 

seems that more often within different political communities, these terms are natural 

ways of talking about victims. Unionists for example, would insist that by referring 

to “Victims of terrorism” they are most emphatically not only concentrating on one 

group out of a wider group of legitimate victims.

5.6 Legitimation analysis

Legitimation analysis refers to analysis of the premises used to legitimate certain 

positions which in our case are positions relating to the definitions of a victim. The 

genre of discourse influences the acceptability of certain strategies of legitimation so, 

for example, in the manifestos there is no use of Mythopoesis (the use of stories) to 

legitimate a particular construction of victimhood (in contrast to newspapers, for 

example). However the other three can be clearly seen and are discussed below.

5.6.1 Authorisation

When appeals are made to a particular authority, be it a person or institution or law, 

then this constitutes legitimation through authorisation. According to van Leeuwen 

(2008, p. 106) this can take one of two forms. Either the speaker can appeal to their 

own authority or to the authority of another in order to justify their reasoning or 

actions. Often this takes place through a verbal process clause (e.g. “The law states 

that...”) or a mental process clause (e.g. “The expert believes that...”). However in 

the 2010 Sinn Fein manifesto a slightly different expression is used:
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“Four victims commissioners were appointed to ensure the widest possible 

support for the work of the victims commission. Likewise the new victims 

Forum represents all sections of society as equals. All victims are also 

currently regarded as absolutely equal under the terms of the Victims and 

Survivors Order 2006. Despite demands by some unionists to alter this 

statute of equality for victims, Sinn Fein has made it clear that we will not 

tolerate any such move. It will not happen.” (Sinn Fein, 2010)

The manifesto states that all victims are equal “under the terms” of the Victims and 

Survivors order. The appeal to the legislation is coupled to a metaphorical 

positioning of everyone “under” the legislation. Chovanec (2010, p. 62) points out 

that delegitimisation is an accompaniment of legitimation. In this instance it can be 

seen in the way “unionists” are said to be attempting to “alter this statute.” That 

unionists are trying to do this delegitimises them on the basis that they deny the 

statute (authorisation) and they deny the equality that the statute enforces (moral 

evaluation). While the appeal to the self-sufficient argument of equality undergirds 

the appeal to law, it is still important to note the use of appeal to law. Such an appeal 

presents the party as upholders of the law while “some unionists” attempt to attack 

the law.

Some other manifestos object to the use of authorisation. For example, TUV (2009, 

2010, 2011) state:

“At the heart of the inequity meted upon innocent victims is the 

atrocious definition of “victim” which remains in The Victims and Survivors 

Order (NI) 2006. By equating victims with those who made them victims, we 

have this obscenity of the perpetrator having the same standing and rights as 

his innocent prey. Until this definition is changed there will be no justice for 

victims.”

The basis for denying the use of authorisation is found in the use of moral evaluation 

- specifically, appealing to justice. Thus a tension is marked out between these two 

means of legitimating the definition of victims - one uses equality (and 

authorisation) and the other uses justice. In a similar way to the newspaper we 

already start to see that appeals can always be met with counter-appeals.



The use of authorisation to construct the definition of victim legitimates the Sinn 

Fein definition by appealing to law and equality. On the other hand, TUV justify 

their definition by appealing to the injustice of the law. Different premises in 

different communities are used to justify different definitions of what a victim is.

5.6.2 Moral evaluation

van Leeuwen (2008, pp. 110-112) outlines three ways in which moral evaluation 

may take place. Although he focuses on practices rather than identity, the same 

principles can be applied. Firstly, evaluative adjectives can be used which denote a 

-particular noun or verb as having a positive or negative quality. Secondly, identifying 

nouns can be abstracted to imbue them with moral significance. Instead of specifying 

a group exactly, it can be abstracted and spoken of in terms of the positive attributes 

which they are given. For example, instead of saying that victims are those who 

belong to the Unionist community who have suffered the loss of relatives, an 

abstraction of this could say that victims are “the innocent victims of terrorism.” 

Thirdly, analogies give moral significance to an identity by saying that it is like 

another identity which is positive or negative.

At a macro level, three broad strategies of moral evaluation can be identified in the 

manifestos. Moral evaluation can involve invoking suffering, justice and equality as 

bases for legitimating definitions of victims. 1 discuss each of these below.

5.6.2.1 Moral evaluation through appeal to suffering

Sometimes victim definitions can be justified by appeal to their suffering. One party 

that uses this frequently is the Alliance party.

"Alliance believes there must be proper recognition of the suffering of 

victims by practical, as well as symbolic means." (Alliance, 1997)

Here, victims are victims because of their suffering. And it is stated that the suffering 

“must” be properly recognised. The manifesto goes on to say that former 

paramilitaries should not be permanently excluded from criminal injury 

compensation and so they too are included as potential victims because victimhood is 

defined by suffering. That this “moral evaluation” is in fact an appeal to morality is 

seen in the use of the deontic modal verb “must” which demands that action must be
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taken because of an existing set of affairs (Han, 1999). Again in future manifestos, 

Alliance use this same standard to define victims.

"Alliance will work to help our society move beyond a ‘hierarchy of victims’, 

in order to ensure that those who have suffered throughout the community are 

supported in an inclusive way. We recognise the tensions in acknowledging 

all victims in our society, thus commit ourselves to strategies that strive to 

unite our community...

•Support both statutory and community projects that help victims build a 

shared sense of healing and recovery. We aim to remove communal bias in 

any such work.

•Lobby for the creation of a public forum to allow victims (self-defined) to 

tell their stories, which would be placed on an official record." (Alliance, 

2003,2005, 2007)

Here a discourse of suffering is employed which uses the terms "healing and 

recovery". This "healing and recovery" can be "shared" by victims and so "those who 

have suffered" who are "throughout the community" can be supported in "an 

inclusive way". By talking about "the community" as a superordinate category which 

covers all sides, those who suffer within it can be spoken of as having parity of 

victimhood. Consequently, victims are referred to as being "self-defined" when it is 

said that they need a place to have their voice heard.

Many other manifestos also use suffering as a way of legitimating their definition of 

a victim. However when this means of legitimation is coupled with another means, 

then the additional means can further restrict the definition of a victim. This is 

explored further below.

5.6.2.2 Mora! evaluation through appeal to justice

This is one of the most frequent means of legitimating the definition of a victim in 

the manifestos. Sometimes what justice means is not clearly specified but through the 

use of words such as “equity”, “fair”, and “justice” the standard is invoked. The DUP 

frequently uses this to legitimate its definition of victims.
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"The DUP has placed the needs of innocent victims at the forefront of the 

political process." (DUP, 2007)

The use of the adjective "innocent" invokes a standard of justice involving the 

contrast of innocent victims with terrorists thus restricting the definition of victim. 

The explicit denial of the victimhood of certain groups/individuals is not made in this 

manifesto but reference is made to compensation for UDR soldiers and for victims of 

terrorism in adjoining sentences. Clearly the UDR soldiers are not classed as 

"terrorists" so state violence does not result in “victims”. More explicit limitations 

are placed on the definition of victim in the 2009 manifesto.

"The so-called fames- Bradley report from the Consultative Group on the 

Past made many grave errors of judgement not least the suggestion of a 

£12,000 payment which equates the perpetrators of terrorism with innocent 

victims."

"The DUP has been clear and consistent that the perpetrator of an act of 

terrorism should not and must not be equated with the innocent victims of 

terrorism. We are at an advanced stage in the process of bringing legislation 

to the Assembly to amend the 2006 Direct Rule definition, which would 

prevent the perpetrators of terrorism from obtaining pecuniary benefit from 

victims funding." (DUP, 2009)

A sharp distinction is drawn between perpetrators of terrorism and innocent victims. 

Again, a discourse of justice with specific contrasts is the means by which this is 

done. Another factor that influences this rhetoric is the bifurcation of "victim" and 

"terrorist" so that there can be no overlap. In some Alliance manifestos an overlap is 

acknowledged in which some "terrorists" are conceivably also suffering and thus 

"victims". However here there is a sharp disjunction between the two established 

through the use of contrast.

This kind of contrast and consequent invocation of the standard of justice is also seen 

in the 2010 and 2011 manifestos from the DUP. It can also be seen clearly in the 

TUV manifestos.
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"Despite all the hype from some about a caring interest in victims, the reality 

is that innocent victims of terrorism are one of the most politically exploited 

and neglected sectors in the new Northern Ireland. Having their innocent 

victims still hurting while the IRA sits in government, is an inconvenient 

embarrassment for those who ushered Sinn Fein into the top office in the 

land." (TUV, 2009)

The adjective "innocent" is regularly used to invoke a discourse of justice to 

legitimise the TUV definition of victimhood. Along with this is the reference to 

"exploited and neglected" victims in contrast to the "IRA" in government. By 

referring to Sinn Fein as the "IRA", Sinn Fein are being constructed as still 

representing the IRA. Thus the moral contrast between the two serves to emphasise 

the suffering of the victim.

"At the heart of the inequity meted upon innocent victims is the 

atrocious definition of “victim” which remains in The Victims and Survivors 

Order (NI) 2006. By equating victims with those who made them victims, we 

have this obscenity of the perpetrator having the same standing and rights as 

his innocent prey. Until this definition is changed there will be no justice for 

victims." (TUV, 2009)

The TUV manifesto appeals to "justice" and moral contrast to argue for their 

definition. The strong language used such as "meted upon", "atrocious", "obscenity" 

and "prey" serves to convey indignation at the treatment of victims and to heighten 

the contrast between perpetrator and victim. The use of “justice” as a standard which 

is pit against Sinn Fein’s use of “authorisation” (appealing to a legal definition) and 

standard of “equality” highlights a significant ideological difference in the way 

victims are constructed. Both of the arguments are logically valid but each side takes 

a different premise which it uses to legitimate its own definition.

Both the DUP and TUV are unionist parties and both use justice as a standard for 

legitimating their definition of a victim. However the SDLP also uses justice to 

legitimate its definition.

“This society has seen the proof that violence and repression - from the worst 

aspects of an unjust criminal justice system, to the horrors inflicted by the
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paramilitaries - bring only further conflict in their wake...While persevering 

in our work to bring about peace and in our efforts to make progress in 

negotiations we will continue campaigning for the victims of injustice, for the 

repeal of emergency legislation, and for the transfer of prisoners.” (SDLP, 

1997)

In this SDLP manifesto it can be seen that justice is used to define victims - they 

campaign for "victims of injustice". However unlike the DUP manifestos, the 

contrast is between an "unjust criminal justice system" and "paramilitaries", and 

"victims of injustice". This construction of victimhood is broader than the DUP 

contrast which focussed only on terrorists and victims. But both are alike in using 

justice as their legitimisation for their definition of victimhood.

The use of justice as a standard for defining victims is widespread. Contrast between 

the victim and the perpetrator works as a way of defining the limits of victimhood. 

Thus a broader definition of a perpetrator leads to a broader definition of victimhood. 

What emerges here is the conflicting use of different standards of authority that are 

used to define victims (e.g. equality, law or justice) and the resultant divergence in 

constructions of victims.

5.6.2.3 Moral evaluation through appeal to equality

Sinn Fein most frequently uses arguments for equality to legitimate their definition 

of a victim. Sinn Fein argues that paramilitaries can be victims at the same time and 

should be defined as such. To do this, arguments invoking the standard of equality 

are often used. Again, the standard of equality is invoked through the deontic modal 

verb “must”.

“All victims and survivors of the recent conflict - without exception - have a 

right to truth and acknowledgement. There can be no hierarchy of victims; 

all must be treated equally...

Sinn Fein believes that victims, survivors, their families and support groups 

must be central to any process of truth recovery, especially when dealing with 

collusion or state murder.” (Sinn Fein, 2007)



156

The victims here are victims “of the recent conflict” and this broad definition can 

apply to victims on both sides who have suffered. Although all victims are to “be 

treated equally”, victims are to be central to truth recovery “especially” when it is 

collusion or state murder. These victims are singled out for special attention because 

they are currently victims of "discrimination" and so Sinn Fein,

"Demand and promote equality of treatment for all victims and survivors and 

an end to practices that discriminate or perpetuate discrimination against 

victims of state violence and collusion." (Sinn Fein, 2007)

Victims of state violence are thus constructed as being especially victimised because 

they are presently being discriminated against. Thus the rationale for some victims 

being worthy of increased attention is based around a discourse of equality.

The standard of equality is used to define victims in several Sinn Fein manifestos. 

Just as other people are victims, so also those who have suffered state violence are 

victims. This appeal to equality of victimhood carries implications for action for the 

victims. Arguments based on morality are rarely for the purpose of merely defining 

who the victim is, but also for defining what should be done for the victim. However, 

d iscussion of that is left to the next chapter.

5.6.3 Rationalisation

When an identity is legitimated on the basis of “the way things are”, this can be 

referred to as “theoretical rationalisation”. Alternatively, when an identity is 

legitimated on the basis of some intended goal, this is “instrumental rationalisation” 

(van Leeuwen, 2008, p. 113). When talk about victims is examined for the use of 

rationalisation, the two types suggested above can be seen.

5.6.3.1 Instrumental rationalisation: Legitimating victim identity because of the 
goal of reconciliation

The SDLP manifestos contain the clearest use of instrumental rationalisation. In 

essence, a broad definition of victims (covering both sides) is legitimated because 

this will result in key goals: remembrance and reconciliation. Under the heading, 

“Delivering Real Progress for Victims and Survivors”, the following is written:
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“The SDLP believes that real peace and reconciliation will only be achieved 

when we acknowledge and account for the past and address the suffering of 

victims and survivors. Nothing less will do if we are to leave the past behind 

on a moral basis.” (SDLP, 2007)

“Real peace and reconciliation” is made contingent on whether or not the suffering of 

victims is addressed. This paragraph opens the section on victimhood and thus sets 

the agenda for what follows. Throughout the rest of the section this relationship 

between reconciliation and addressing victim suffering is salient. Consequently, 

when the manifesto talks about the need to address the suffering of all victims, the 

rationale for this is that it will promote reconciliation. The manifesto says that the 

party will:

Seek a Truth Body with members of independent, international standing, to 

direct the process of truth and remembrance for all victims be they of the 

state or paramilitaries.

- Task the Truth Body with compiling a register of victims, open to all, to 

allow those injured or bereaved to have their story heard, formally recorded 

and held in a public archive so that what happened to them is never 

forgotten.” (SDLP, 2007)

The definition of victimhood is explicitly stated: victims include victims “of the state 

or paramilitaries”. Again, the register of victims is “open to all.” The reason for this 

is stated in the purpose clause, “so that”, which clarifies that the reason for allowing 

all victims to tell their stories is so that what happened is never forgotten. For the 

SDLP, not forgetting the victims is part of acknowledging and accounting for the 

past which is necessary for reconciliation.

While the focus in this manifesto is clearly on actions for victims rather than 

identifying victims, the identities of both state and paramilitary victims are grouped 

together as one and this is legitimated because both require the same actions in order 

to allow reconciliation. Thus the broad identity of the victims is legitimated on the 

ground that reconciliation is made possible through utilising this definition.
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5.6.3.2 Theoretical rationalisation: Legitimating victim identity through 
essentiaiism

Theoretical rationalisation occurs when an identity of practice is legitimated on the 

basis of “the way things are.” Specifically with the case of identity, this can take the 

form of essentiaiism: entities must possess certain attributes in order to be that entity. 

The clearest example of this is taken from the NIWC manifesto of 1998.

“When most parties paid only lip-service to victims of violence, the Coalition 

argued that there should be a detailed recognition of the rights and needs of 

victims, and an acceptance that they came from all sections of society.” 

(NIWC, 1998)

Why should there be “recognition” of the “rights and needs of victims”? According 

to this, victims must by their very nature have rights and needs that must be 

“recognised.” These are not “given” by political parties but simply “recognised” and 

thus the onus is placed on the perception of the parties to be accurate. Similarly, why 

should it be “accepted” that victims come from all sections of society except that it 

simply is the way things are? Instead of talking about a “decision” about where 

victims came from there must be an “acceptance” where again the onus is placed on 

the political parties to accept this. Both the rights and needs of victims and the 

sections of society from which they come from are constructed using a theoretical 

rationalisation: arguing that this is simply the case because of the way things are.

In conclusion, the definition of who is a victim is legitimated using various 

strategies. Often these strategies are used in opposition to each other. There are no 

means to arbitrate between the merits of “equality” or “justice” to legitimate victims 

and so these ways of legitimating can be discrete boundaries between the discourses 

of different parties and the different communities to which they belong.

5.7 Discussion

At the beginning of this chapter I asked, “Who are the victims?” We observed that 

there is no easy way of identifying who the victims are. Governments and official 

bodies dealing with victimhood in Northern Ireland have faced repeated problems in 

generating a definition of victimhood that is not contentious. Observing the 

contentiousness of victimhood, scholars such as Noor et al. (2012) and Vollhardt
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(2009a) have tried to understand the reasons and effects of this. According to such 

research, victims compete over victimhood and try to exclude others because it helps 

to foster ingroup cohesion, justify violence, create entitlements and restore a sense of 

power and moral identity (Noor et al., 2012). Such research does not however, 

attempt to answer the question of how groups construct victims.

In answering that question I have made some observations. My first observation is 

preliminary to the others: a longitudinal analysis of manifestos reveals that 

victimhood is not a constant concern. By this 1 mean that references to it do not 

appear throughout the course of the conflict. Specifically, it emerges around the time 

of the peace agreement (1998). In a similar way, it is not a concern in certain 

elections (European elections). From this I conclude that victimhood is rhetorically 

significant. Manifestos seek to appeal to voters and at certain times and certain 

occasions, victims are relevant and become a topic of debate between the parties.

Bearing this rhetorical significance in mind, 1 argue that political parties are actively 

involved in the construction of who the victims are.

My second observation is the frequent use of modifiers to refer to victims. Often in 

the manifestos, victims are not merely referred to as “victims” but are referred to as 

“innocent victims” or “victims of the conflict”. These are rhetorical moves to delimit 

the definition of a victim. The full implications of these constructions are not always 

made clear (the exclusions they entail) but serve as simple ways of invoking larger 

discourses which justify particular definitions of victims. The adjectives and nouns 

used are not usually contentious in the victims they identify but are contentious 

because of the people they exclude.

My third observation is that the discourses invoked by these modifiers often function 

as legitimations for particular definitions of victims. And this is my main interest: 

how do people justify their constructions of who the victims are?

Specifically I identified three broad ways of justifying definitions of victims (van 

Leeuwen, 2008). The first way is authorisation whereby a manifesto can appeal to 

law to justify its definition. Usually this is backed up by some other premise. 

Manifestos can appeal to the law as a reasonable premise for maintaining their
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definition of a victim. Yet this seems to be subservient to the more significant 

category of moral evaluation.

Moral evaluation is the most significant category of premises for justifying 

definitions of victims. This is similar to the finding in the previous chapter which 

noted that in arguing about what should be done about victims, the premises of truth, 

justice, equality and suffering were dominant. Likewise, in this chapter, justice, 

equality and suffering are dominant in justifying definitions.

Justice is most often used as a premise in the Unionist manifestos (DUP and TUV). 

This invokes an interpretative repertoire which requires an innocent victim and a 

guilty perpetrator. These manifestos often assign the IRA to the latter category and 

their victims to the category of victims. However, SDLP also uses the appeal to 

justice but constructs the perpetrators as a much broader group (e.g. paramilitaries 

and an unjust criminal justice system). This means that victims can extend across 

both communities and are not restricted to one side.

The Alliance Party often appeals to the suffering of victims to construct who the 

victims are. Thus all who have suffered can claim victimhood under these terms. And 

because suffering is a personal experience. Alliance can talk about “self-identified'’ 

victims.

Sinn Fein often appeals to equality of victimhood. Victims of “state violence” or 

“collusion” must be recognised as victims because other people are recognised as 

victims. Thus the identity of the victim is constructed by comparison with another set 

of victims.

The last category is that of rationalisation. Some manifestos argue that all who are 

injured or bereaved should be recognised as victims because that is what will lead to 

peace and reconciliation. Others simply appeal for people to “accept” that there are 

victims on both sides because of an essentialist construction of victimhood.

Clearly there are a host of ways to justify different definitions of victimhood. And as 

was observed in the previous chapter, these different premises form ideological 

dilemmas (Billig et ah, 1988). The observer reading these arguments can see the
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merit in them but cannot adjudicate unless there is some higher standard by which to 

judge.

While it is right to observe that claiming victimhood can fulfil a range of functions 

such as ingroup cohesiveness and moral superiority (Bar-Tal et ah, 2009; Noor et ah, 

2012) it is doubtful that these are conscious motives for arguing about victimhood. 

Arguments about victimhood come from adherence to premises about justice, 

equality, suffering and goals such as peace and reconciliation.

Finally, it is also right to see victimhood as competitive (Noor, Brown, & Prentice, 

2008; Noor et ah, 2012) but competition should be seen as primarily rhetorical. The 

competition is better seen as a debate or an argument in which different sides argue 

about who are the rightful victims. Strategies which operate on the basis of the 

common ingroup identity model (Shnabel et ah, 2013) to overcome competition need 

to be more explicit about the rhetorical premises which they are invoking to try and 

foster ingroup identity. Furthermore, they need to realise that they themselves are 

taking a position which runs counter to the arguments which some groups use. Thus 

academics must join the debate within society and not try to operate outside it.
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6 Arguing about what should be done about the victims in manifestos

6.1 Introduction

In this chapter I want to discuss how the question “What should be done about 

victims?” is handled in political manifestos. In Chapter 5 we saw how politicians 

argue for a certain group to be identified as victims on the basis of some premise. 

Considering how they formulate answers to the question of what should be done 

about victims could also be developed from considering those premises (as in 

Chapter 4) but in this chapter 1 want to consider not only premises, but also 

metaphors. Specifically I will examine two premises (voice and inequality) and two 

metaphors (suffering and machinery) which are used to argue about action for the 

victims. By looking at the way premises and metaphors are used to construct what 

needs to be done and to argue about what should be done we will see how manifestos 

use rhetoric to construct and persuade. Often it is said that politicians “use” victims. I 

suggest that one way they do this is through rhetoric. By constructing victims in a 

certain position (e.g. voiceless) they can argue for certain implications (e.g. that they 

should provide the voice). This chapter will highlight the rhetorical function of some 

language which is also used in academia (e.g. mechanisms). By showing how quasi

academic language can be used in manifestos we should remind ourselves about the 

consequences of our own language use as academics (Potter, 1996, p. 218) and the 

potential for it to be reused by others.

6.1.1 What should be done about the victims?

Having already considered some academic positions on the question of what should 

be done about victims in Chapter 4 I will focus our attention on how previous 

research has dealt with the four issues raised above: victims needing to have a voice, 

needing equality, needing to have their suffering removed and needing a mechanism 

for dealing with their needs.

Firstly, victims are often referred to as being without a voice and needing to be heard 

or spoken for. One political party (DUP, 2003) has a policy document entitled, “A 

Voice for Victims”. But this insistence that victims needing to be heard extends 

beyond political rhetoric into academic discussion where it is argued that victims
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may lack access and the ability to make their voices heard (Bloomfield et ah, 2003, 

p. 60). Various solutions are offered for this. Ben-David (2000) argues that the field 

of victimology needs to be revamped to consider the voices of victims in much the 

same way as feminism seeks to make the voices of women heard. On a more 

practical level Bloomfield et al. (2003, p. 126) suggest that commissions should be 

set up to provide a platform for victims to be heard. Such an approach was 

apparently successful in South Africa's Truth and Reconciliation Commission which 

gave victims a voice (Hancock & d’Estree, 2011, p. 125).

One reason for giving victims a voice is to ensure that they get the justice that they 

seek. This has been recognised as increasingly important over the past 70 years as 

seen in the transition from documentary evidence to victim testimony in international 

trials (Karstedt, 2010). Another reason is that victims need sympathy and need to 

have their feelings acknowledged by the perpetrator to help them emotionally 

(Galtung & Tschudi, 2001).

These approaches all reflect a common assumption that victims have certain needs 

which must be met to help them. By giving a voice to victims, these needs, whether 

emotional or moral, are met. But this “need” is a social construction that merits 

critique - an issue I will return to in Chapter 7. For now 1 am less interested in the 

construction of need in general than in the construction of specific needs and what 

they seek to accomplish.

When academics or politicians invoke the need for voice they do so to accomplish 

certain rhetorical tasks. Firstly, they construct the victim as voiceless. This is 

potentially disempowering because it ignores any voice which the victims may 

currently be exercising. Secondly, it has the effect of requiring that voice be 

provided. It may either be provided by the speaker or they may simply facilitate the 

hearing of the victims’ voices. In other discourse, constructing a group as voiceless 

can be a rhetorical strategy to allow the speaker to speak for them (Smith, 2003). 

This places the speaker in a privileged position where they obtain the rights of 

speaking for a particular group (cf. the discussion of speakingybr victims in Chapter 

3). But even if the speaker simply wants to facilitate the hearing of victim voices, 

they are still positioning themselves as having the authority to provide the means and 

context for hearing the voices of victims. Either way, both politicians and academics
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use the constructed voicelessness of victims for their own rhetorical advantage. 1 

must be clear that this is not an attempt to be cynical but is rather an attempt to show 

the rhetorical consequences of discourse in whatever form it takes.

The other premise that 1 will consider here is that of (in)equality: victims should be 

dealt with on an equal basis and inequality should be eradicated. At this point the 

research is not so clear. Some argue that there are such significant differences in 

suffering that there have to be differences in attention (Hamber, 1998). Others argue 

that inequality needs to be addressed to satisfy the needs of minority groups 

(Dovidio, Saguy, & Shnabel, 2009). This is particularly vital for intergroup contact 

interventions which might aim to bring different groups of victims together as equals 

(Shnabel et ah, 2013). There is an ideological tension here (as noted in Chapter 4) 

between the premise of difference and the premise of equality.

Setting aside the issue of which premise is better and when, 1 want to point out that 

appealing to (inequality is a rhetorical strategy. Westen (1982) argues that the idea 

of equality is empty because it involves the use of some external standard to judge 

which persons or groups are alike and when that standard is identified, then equality 

is “superfluous”. When two groups are compared there are always similarities and 

differences. But a choice must be made to select certain similar attributes in order to 

accord equality to them. Thus this process of comparing is more fundamental than 

stating the equality of groups. But often this process of comparing is not immediately 

obvious and arguments based on equality are frequent and taken for granted. 1 must 

of course object to the use of the term “superfluous” in this context because, 

rhetorically, nothing is “superfluous” - although one could talk about superfluity 

with regards to the logic of the argument. The argument of equality is very functional 

in victim discourse because it appeals to a commonly-held standard which is difficult 

to contest. Furthermore, it argues that the underprivileged group be accorded the 

same status or privileges as the more privileged group. Thus when it is used, it 

mandates action on behalf of the underprivileged victims.

Arguments about equality are functional and serve a useful purpose for arguing for 

the enhancement of the status or resources of a group or individual. Relative 

deprivation theory (Pedersen, 2004; Walker & Pettigrew, 1984) makes similar points. 

The theory suggests that people or groups compare themselves relative to another
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person or group and feel deprived of something that the other has. The analysis here 

agrees with this theory but conceptualises the comparisons in terms of rhetoric.

The metaphor of suffering is our next topic of interest. We have already noted how 

suffering/injury is used to construct the identity of victims in Chapter 3. But how 

does such a metaphor function and what do people accomplish by using it? One 

obvious implication in academic usage is that because a group has been injured (Bar- 

Tal et ah, 2009) they ought to be helped to heal (Staub et al., 2005). But the concept 

of “suffering” can be used in a range of ways. By talking about "suffering" the idea 

of a human body experiencing pain is invariably invoked. Consequently many key 

terms centre around the word "suffering" such as "healing", "wounds", "scars", 

"assist" and so on. When these terms are used in a discourse of suffering, the imagery 

invoked is that of two social actors at least: one a doctor and the other a patient. The 

doctor is in a position of power and responsibility to help the patient recover from 

their wounds. This medical “interpretive repertoire” (Potter & Wetherell, 1987, p. 

146) may arise from the fact that many victims physically suffered or their relatives 

were physically injured or killed. The term “interpretative repertoire” is common in 

discursive psychology and refers to a coherent way of talking about an issue (victims 

in our case) that centres on a key metaphor or concept (in our case, suffering). There 

is also the idea in this repertoire that victims continue to suffer from emotional 

trauma and thus are continually victims because of their continuing suffering.

But this interpretive repertoire need not be the only way of talking about victims’ 

suffering. As will be seen in the analysis, one can talk about both sides having caused 

each other harm and suffering and thus both sides should tend to each other to ensure 

healing. Such a repertoire carries different arguments for action. Analysis of these 

different repertoires will show how different actions can be demanded from different 

usages of the same conceptual metaphor.

The final topic to look at is the metaphor of machinery which is used to refer to ways 

of dealing with the past and with victims. This kind of language is used regularly in 

academic work which tackles post-conflict issues. Throughout one textbook, the 

word “mechanism” occurs numerous times to refer to the need for peace 

psychologists to devise mechanisms for preventing violence and for reconciliation 

(Christie, Wagner, & Winter, 2001). Others talk about the need for “trust-building
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mechanisms” (Nadler & Saguy, 2004), “transitional justice mechanisms” (Hancock 

& d’Estree, 2011) and mechanisms to make societies resistant to the possibility of 

genocide (Adelman, 2008). Much of this language is used in an unselfconscious way 

and in this chapter I want to unpick the rhetorical implications of such a metaphor. 

Such a metaphor allows the user to assign subject positions to various groups and to 

construct the process and outcome as objective. Considering how the demand for a 

mechanism is used will be helpful in showing that metaphor choices are significant 

in constructing ideas about what to do about victims.

The aim of the analysis which follows is to explain the rhetorical function of two 

premises (voice and equality) and two metaphors (suffering and mechanism) in the 

manifestos that are used to argue about what should be done about victims. This has 

an explanatory function (to understand the rhetoric of victimhood in manifestos) as 

well as a critique of such language. This critique aims to highlight the ideological 

implications of the premises and metaphors used.

6.2 Analytic Approach

The reader is referred to the relevant discussions of methodology in Chapter 3 for 

discussion of metaphor analysis, Chapter 4 for premise analysis and Chapter 5 for 

discussion of the materials used. The manifestos used in this chapter were the same 

as those used in the Chapter 5.

The process of analysis involved reading through the manifestos searching for 

answers to the question, “What are the needs identified for victims?” Those needs 

formed four themes: needing voice, needing equality, needing healing and needing a 

mechanism of dealing with problems. The first two were closest conceptually to 

premises which could be analysed in the same way as I had analysed the arguments 

in Chapter 4. The latter two were interesting metaphors and although they could have 

been treated as premises (premises and metaphors have some overlaps as rhetorical 

devices) I chose to treat them as metaphors to show that they functioned as coherent 

ways or interpretative repertoires (Potter et ak, 1990) of talking about victimhood.
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6.3 Analysis

The following analysis is split into four sections corresponding to the topics outlined 

in the introduction to this chapter.

6.3.1 Victims should be given a voice

In constructing and arguing about what should be done about victims in the 

manifestos, one strategy is to suggest that victims are voiceless and need to be 

spoken for or that a way needs to be provided for their voices to be heard. This 

invokes the self-sufficient argument/premise that “Everyone’s voice should be 

heard”. This is a fundamental assumption of democratic society but does not form 

part of the commonly-cited list of self-sufficient arguments (Wetherell & Potter, 

1992, p. 177). The use of such a premise requires that the voices of victims should be 

heard but leaves it to the speaker to provide the means.

It must be noted firstly that by their very nature, manifestos often make claims about 

who they will speak for in government and whose voices they will represent and 

promote. However with victimhood, there are not only statements to the effect that 

the parties will speak/or the victims, but that victim voices themselves are presently 

ignored and they need to be spoken for by virtue of their victimhood. In other genres 

there are references to victims speaking out or calling for help and they do have a 

voice (e.g. news media). However this analysis is confined to the genre of manifestos 

and how victimhood is constructed here. Even though this may be a genre-specific 

phenomenon it is important to consider it as a strategic and persuasive construction 

of victimhood.

In most manifestos, there are those who are spoken against and there are those who 

are spoken for. Those who are spoken for are typically those who need some kind of 

resources which the political party then aims to provide for them. Consequently there 

is a repeated linguistic construction in the manifestos: "[actor] [deontic modality] [an 

action] for victims". These form promises to the reader that victims will receive some 

resource because of the action of the political party. For example, the Alliance Party 

writes:
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"Alliance would: ...

Support the creation of a public forum for victims in line with the report of 

the interim victims’ commissioner." (Alliance, 2007)

In this manifesto the pattern can be clearly seen. The actor named is the Alliance 

party, the implied future subjunctive is "If elected" and the stated deontic modality 

("would") is in the present conditional mood. The action stated is "support the 

creation of a public forum" and the clause "for victims" is specified to denote the 

passive actor. As passive actors, the victims are thus portrayed as needing help and 

positioned in a way that perpetuates their victimhood. By this 1 mean that the 

discourse constitutes them as passive and being treated as such will perpetuate their 

treatment as victims.

As mentioned previously, the passive actors mentioned in manifestos usually need 

some specific resource. But what is interesting about victims is that the resource they 

often need is a voice. In this manifesto the action proposed to be accomplished for 

victims is "the creation of a public forum" - a place where their voice can be heard in 

the public sphere. This presupposes that victims are not currently heard and that they 

need to have a place to be heard by the public.

The DUP manifestos also show a similar pattern:

"Dr Paisley has been to the fore in calling for a public inquiry into the Claudy 

bombing, Iris Robinson has sympathetically promoted the grievances of those 

injured and the families of those killed at La Mon highlighting their pain and 

suffering. The DUP has also been insistent in calling for inquiries into other 

terrorist atrocities such as Kingsmill, Teebane, Enniskillen and Shankill 

Road."

"The DUP will continue to campaign for innocent victims." (DUP, 2003)

Following the syntactical pattern mentioned above, the DUP will "campaign for 

innocent victims". This time however, the victims' voices will not be heard but only 

the DUP speaking for them. Iris Robinson has "promoted" the grievances of the 

victims and is "highlighting" their pain and suffering. Thus the victims are portrayed 

as receiving little attention and having no significant voice and they need to be
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spoken for. That is why the DUP is said to be "calling" for inquiries into victimising 

events.

The SDLP manifestos also construct the victims as needing a voice.

"We will work to ensure that any Commissioner raises the profile of victims’ 

needs, promotes victims’ interests and oversees the co-ordination of services 

and funding."

"We are determined that victims and survivors themselves have the greatest 

say in shaping any truth and remembrance mechanism through the Victims’ 

and Survivors’ Forum."

"We would task the Truth Body with compiling a register of victims, open to 

all, to allow those injured or bereaved to have their stories heard, formally 

recorded and held in a public archive so that what happened to them is never 

forgotten." (SDLP, 2005)

In the first extract a Commissioner is suggested who will "raise the profile" of victim 

needs and this shows how victims are spoken of as a group who need to be spoken 

for. But in the next two extracts, the victims can speak themselves but need to be 

provided with the facilities to do that. The aim of providing the victims with an 

opportunity for hearing their voices is so that they can shape any truth and 

remembrance mechanism and so that "what happened to them is never forgotten". 

SDLP thus want victim voices to be heard for the purpose of memory. By 

constructing the victims as needing to be provided with a voice or an opportunity for 

voice, then they are represented as an underprivileged group. Consequently attention 

to them is legitimated and the remembrance of their stories is legitimated. This 

remembrance of their stories thus forms the basis for a continuing identity of 

victimhood as victims are defined by "what happened to them".

Several points can be made in summary regarding arguments based on the premise of 

voice. Firstly, these arguments construct victims as being without a voice and by 

constituting them in this way they are treated as such. Secondly, this carries with it 

the responsibility for political parties to either give an opportunity for victims to 

speak or to speak for the victims. The latter potentially continues the marginalisation
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of victims by not arguing for the unmediated voice of victims. Thirdly, by assuming 

the victims’ voice, political parties mobilise voters since voting for the party is a way 

of making sure the victims’ voices are heard. Essentially, arguments about voice 

provide a rhetorical opening for the manifestos to argue about a need which they can 

meet. Arguments about how that need should be met grant more or less agency to the 

victims which in turn affects the extent to which the politicians can speak for the 

victims.

6.3.2 Victims should be treated equally

There is a notion that arguments from equality are balanced, fair and inherently 

peaceful. Perhaps this accounts for their popularity in political discourse. But 

arguments for equality are rhetorical and sometimes are used to argue for the 

advantage of the ingroup. This analysis below shows how they function in this way.

In general only three parties use the premise of equality: Alliance, DUP and Sinn 

Fein. Because the latter two are aligned with the Unionist and Nationalist 

communities respectively, their discourses of equality tend to centre on the needs of 

their particular communities. The Alliance Party manifestos mention equality several 

times and the goal is to present the party as one interested in both sides of the 

community. I want to focus on how the DUP and Sinn Fein use the premise of 

equality to advance the concerns of their own communities.

Consider the following extract from a DUP manifesto:

Intensifying the campaign for the forgotten ex-RUC widows to ensure 

they are treated equally."

Equality and accountability in the funding of victims’ groups"

We shall lobby government to implement changes which will eliminate 

inequality in the treatment of victims." (DUP, 2003)

Because the manifesto is written for the Unionist community, on one level the 

manifesto is not directly arguing against non-Unionists but rather is presenting the 

DUP as arguing against some other group. While the manifesto contains a debate 

within it, this is for the purpose of displaying the stance of the DUP. The rhetorical
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context of the manifestos is therefore to identify with the reader by presenting the 

kinds of arguments that they would agree with.

Having made that clarification, I suggest that the aim of arguments from equality are 

used to create a sense of inequality. Because the manifesto needs to argue for 

equality (for ex-RUC widows and for victim groups funding), the reader is 

encouraged to believe that there is mequality. In the three points above, none of the 

comparison groups are mentioned which would show who the other group is that is 

receiving preferential treatment. Rather, the reader is simply presented with the need 

for equality. This has the function of not requiring a comparison group with whom to 

argue a comparison. The premise of equality can function by itself and can be used to 

create a sense of need without explicitly identifying a privileged group. The sense of 

need that is created is within the ingroup which creates a sense of deprivation 

without needing to make an explicit comparison with another group — only an 

implication that someone somewhere is getting better treatment. This has two 

possible advantages for the speaker. Firstly, it is to some extent incontestable and 

impossible to argue against because there is no comparison group that can be 

scrutinised to show that the argument of inequality is false. Thus the speaker can 

speak of inequality without fear that arguments will be successfully advanced to 

show that there is not inequality. Secondly, by failing to provide a comparison group 

any charges of sectarianism can be successfully evaded. Sectarianism is carefully 

avoided and the claim of inequality can stand by itself.

In the Sinn Fein manifestos, a similar strategy can be seen as in the DUP one:

"There must be an end to the hierarchy of victims. The allocation of resources 

to and the design and adoption of measures for victims must be on the basis 

of equality." (Sinn Fein, 2003)

Again the privileged group is unspecified. All that is required is for the manifesto to 

invoke the premise of (in)equality to create a sense of inequality and the idea that 

someone is more privileged than the Nationalist victims (who are inferred but 

likewise are not actually named). Some other group is benefiting for unequal 

“allocation of resources” and this portrays to the reader that the party is working to
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combat this inequality. It also creates a sense of entitlement for the reader as they are 

told that they are not getting equal treatment.

Many other Sinn Fein manifestos use equality as a premise. In the 2010 manifesto a 

revealing instance occurs:

"The new victims Forum represents all sections of society as equals. All 

victims are also currently regarded as absolutely equal under the terms of the 

Victims and Survivors Order 2006. Despite demands by some Unionists to 

alter this statute of equality for victims, Sinn Fein has made it clear that we 

will not tolerate any such move. It will not happen." (Sinn Fein, 2010)

There is no suggestion here that there is existing inequality but rather that some 

Unionists are trying to alter the equality which currently exists. This may be an 

example of rhetorical variability (Potter & Wetherell, 1987, p. 36) in which 

sometimes equality is said to be achieved and sometimes it is not, or it may simply 

be that some demand for equality has been achieved in the “new victims Forum”. If 

we accept the latter, this shows that even when equality is said to be achieved, the 

threat of inequality is still rhetorically persuasive.

One final example from Sinn Fein shows that the premise of equality is constructed 

as neutral and value-free

"Sinn Fein will continue to campaign for a comprehensive truth 

recovery process that is victim-centred on an all-Ireland basis; requires full 

co-operation from all relevant parties; is grounded in equality for all and is 

politically neutral; is international and independent; examines the full causes, 

nature and extent of the conflict; ..." (Sinn Fein, 2010)

The semantic connection between "equality for all" and "politically neutral" connects 

the terms in a synonymous way in order to portray the Sinn Fein position on equality 

as "politically neutral". This is a strategy to mask the value-laden character of this 

discourse of equality. Equality-argumentation is a strategic way of arguing about 

ingroup deprivation or threat but by presenting it as “politically neutral”, the 

manifesto constructs the premise in this way. This allows for the positive 

presentation of the party as one which seeks a neutral “truth recovery process”.
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In summary, equality is used as a discursive strategy for creating a sense of 

deprivation or threat which a party argues they will address. In answer to the 

question, “What should be done about victims?” manifestos from both sides answer 

that they should be given equality. Such an answer is used to construct a sense of 

ingroup deprivation or threat which allows the parties to construct themselves as the 

necessary protectors of equality.

6.3.3 Victim suffering should be alleviated

We move now to discuss how two metaphors can be used to argue about what should 

be done about victims. In this section, interpretative repertoires (Potter & Wetherell, 

1987, p. 138) of suffering are explored as a means of constructing who the victims 

are and what should be done about them. A repertoire of suffering is one of the 

primary ways of referring to victims and can be regularly seen in all genres of 

literature ranging from newspaper articles to academic articles. As discussed above, 

there are two broad ways of doing it. One is to talk about the need for a carer for the 

hurting victim who will help the person recover. The other is to talk about how two 

wounded victims have harmed each other and need to reconcile. These form two 

broad interpretative repertoires about suffering showing that something as obvious as 

victim suffering can be constructed in two different ways with different 

consequences and different demands for action. There is no way of talking about 

victims in a way which is not value-laden or rhetorical.

6.3.3.1 Medical repertoire of suffering.

In the medical repertoire of suffering, the controlling metaphor is that of the victim 

as a patient. This creates an hierarchical structure in which the subject position of the 

victim is that of a patient who needs a carer. This type of discourse thus delegates 

responsibility for helping victims to the people who are identified as needing to care 

for victims. Many examples of this discourse can be seen in the manifesto extracts 

which follow.

"[Alliance will...] - Support both statutory and community projects that help 

victims build a shared sense of healing and recovery. We aim to remove 

communal bias in any such work." (Alliance, 2003, 2005, 2007)
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As part of the medical discourse of suffering, various key terms are used which form 

a cohesive repertoire. Two used here are "healing" and "recovery" which position 

community projects in the position of a "carer" and victims as "patients". However 

even the community projects need to be "supported" by the Alliance party in order to 

succeed. So there is an hierarchy of power constructed based upon the need of 

healing for the victims. The DUP manifestos frequently make use of this hierarchy in 

order to promote themselves as a party which cares for victims.

"Dr Paisley has been to the fore in calling for a public inquiry into the Claudy 

bombing, Iris Robinson has sympathetically promoted the grievances of those 

injured and the families of those killed at La Mon highlighting their pain and 

suffering." (DUP, 2003)

In this extract the DUP takes responsibility for "promoting" and "highlighting" the 

suffering of the victims. The hierarchy is evident between those who care for the 

victims (who are described as “sympathetic”) and the victims who are in “pain and 

suffering.” Later in the manifesto the DUP again takes the carer position:

Continuing to work for Prison Officers who were injured through 

terrorism and the families of those whose loved ones were murdered whilst 

serving in the Prison Service." (DUP, 2003)

The “work” is unspecified but the DUP is positioned as the carer so the work is tied 

to notions of assistance and help. Interestingly, after 2004 discourses of suffering are 

no longer used by the DUP in manifestos. Instead there is a focus on discourses 

about needs, justice, definitions of victims and remembrance of victims.

This positioning of the political party as the carer in a discourse of suffering also 

occurs in the Sinn Fein manifestos.

"Sinn Fein will work to:

• Develop a balanced and comprehensive strategy to acknowledge and 

address the suffering of victims and survivors." (Sinn Fein, 2007)

Sinn Fein are positioned here as carers who develop a strategy to “address the 

suffering of victims.” The word “strategy” is an interesting choice since it links a 

medical discourse of suffering to another discourse - perhaps a business discourse.
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This is an example of what Fairclough (1992) calls “intertextuality” where the 

merging of language from separate genre or discourses creates social change. This 

change moves talk about the suffering of victims into the realm of how to develop 

strategies that will operate to fix the problems posed by victimhood. This objectified 

construction of processes that deal with victimhood is picked up in the next section.

The TUV also uses a medical repertoire. This time it is not used to construct the carer 

positively, but negatively because of the ineptitude of the group fulfilling that role.

"Despite all the hype from some about a caring interest in victims, the reality 

is that innocent victims of terrorism are one of the most politically exploited 

and neglected sectors in the new Northern Ireland. Having their innocent 

victims still hurting while the IRA sits in government, is an inconvenient 

embarrassment for those who ushered Sinn Fein into the top office in the 

land, where Martin McGuinness - the personification of the IRA’s wicked 

campaign - has joint oversight of victims’ issues." (TUV, 2009, 2010, 2011)

A medical repertoire is used here to disparage those who claim to have a “caring 

interest in victims” by claiming that they have no such interest. These victims are 

said to be “still hurting” and thus needing care. Because “caring” is positioned as a 

more powerful role the construction of Martin McGuinness as having "oversight of 

victims' issues" positions him as having power over victims - a position which is 

untenable according to the manifesto because he had previously exercised power 

over them in "terrorism" as part of the "IRA". Thus there is an implicit comparison 

between two situations of power relations. The current status (where Martin 

McGuinness is in power) is disparaged because of its similarity with the previous 

status. Implicitly of course, by denying Sinn Fein the right to care for victims, the 

TUV appeals to the reader to vote for them so that they can properly care for the 

victims.

The NIWC also uses a medical discourse of suffering but does not identify the carer:

"The legacy of the conflict is still very much with us. It is time to work to 

heal the scars of violence rather than inflaming them through political game

playing and narrow party interest. At a policy level though, there is confusion 

over who exactly is responsible for dealing with victims of violence - both the
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Northern Ireland Office and the Office of the First and Deputy First Ministers 

take some responsibility, but there needs to be clarification on an overall 

strategy." (NIWC, 2001)

The language of "healing", "scars" and "inflaming" all share commonality in that 

they draw from a medical repertoire. Consequently the implicit question is raised, 

"Who is going to care for victims?" To this the Women's Coalition offer some 

suggestions but demand that there is clarification offered. Since this repertoire is 

used, a carer is a natural entaihnent and this enables the appeal to be made for an 

agent of healing. The repertoire also allows criticism of "political game-playing" and 

"narrow party interest" since they "inflame" the scars of violence.

As seen in the above analysis, the medical repertoire of suffering allows the political 

parties to talk about the need for carers. Often this allows the party to position 

themselves as the appropriate carer with the right to care for the victims. Doing so 

allows the party to appeal to voters for their support.

6.3.3.2 ReconcUiatory repertoire of suffering.

Having surveyed the use of a medical repertoire of suffering in which the guiding 

metaphor is that of a carer with a patient, the reconciliatory repertoire can now be 

considered. The latter differs in that it constructs the suffering as a result of mutual 

wounding and thus mutual healing is required. A clear expression of this 

reconciliatory repertoire can be seen in Sinn Fein manifestos:

"For too long we have fought with each other and talked past each other. We 

seek to establish a relationship free from the violence that has characterised 

this island for too long. We recognise that all sides have suffered and that 

much patience will be required in the process of reconciliation." (Sinn Fein, 

1997)

Here the discourse of suffering is firmly embedded in a discourse of relationships. 

The suffering can only be addressed through "the process of reconciliation". Both 

sides are "recognised" as having suffered and both sides have “fought with each 

other”. The language of "recognition" puts the suffering beyond contestation and 

uses an essentialist strategy of legitimation. While there is no explicit use of 

“healing” language here, it appears in the 2010 manifesto:
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"Sinn Fein will continue to campaign for a comprehensive truth 

recovery process that:

is victim-centred on an all-Ireland basis;...

places healing and peace-building — for victims and survivors, but also wider 

society - as an objective;

has national reconciliation as the core objective, informed by values of 

respect and generosity from all." (Sinn Fein, 2010)

The language of "healing" is used to invoke a repertoire of suffering. There is a 

difference between the medical and the reconciliatory repertoires insofar as the 

healing is located in a “process” which is focussed on “reconciliation” rather than in 

a caring figure with power over the victims. However, the two sometimes seem to 

become linked as seen in the Alliance manifesto of 2010:

"Alliance does not believe that it is wise or sustainable to simply draw a line 

under the past. There is too much hurt and too many demands for truth and 

justice. However, Alliance maintains that we must deal with our past in a 

manner that promotes reconciliation and which is consistent with a shared 

future." (Alliance, 2010)

The medical repertoire is used to argue that the past cannot be forgotten - "there is 

too much hurt". Alliance position themselves as being responsible for deciding on 

appropriate care and are thus the carer-figure. But this medical discourse gives way 

to a discourse of reconciliation as the social actors are reconfigured to move beyond 

hierarchical construction (with a patient-carer distinction) to a parity-based structure 

(with equal parties). If the idea of reconciliation is that two parties who were 

estranged by a harmful act are brought together, then merging this with a repertoire 

of suffering implies that the suffering is a result of the harmful actions and thus 

reconciliation can occur when the suffering/victimhood is addressed. Thus the 

repertoire of suffering is reframed in terms of two parties who must deal with the 

harm they caused before reconciling rather than in terms of a carer-patient 

relationship.
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When the language of “reconciliation” is coupled with a discourse of suffering, it 

invokes a construction of two wronged social actors who must reconcile because of 

the harm they have committed against one another. This reconfigures the hierarchical 

relationship of carer-patient roles and places the responsibility and power for 

“healing” in the hands of victims and communities.

As can be seen in this analysis of repertoires of suffering, not only does discourse 

define who victims are (i.e. they are those who have suffered) but it also allocates 

responsibility for caring for victims. Political parties can construct responsibility for 

themselves by seeking to care for victims and thereby persuade voters. Alternatively, 

reconciliation can be constructed as the goal and obligation is placed on both sides to 

care.

6.3.4 Victims need a mechanism

One of the most valuable aspects of discourse analysis is that it uncovers language 

use which appears to be common-sense and outlines the ideological implications of it 

(van Dijk, 1998, pp. 102-107). In this instance, many manifestos refer to the need for 

some kind of process or mechanism or tool which will enable victims to get truth or 

justice or remembrance. But getting truth and remembrance can be talked about 

using other metaphors. Why not talk about “creating a tapestry of truth and 

remembrance”? Or “opening a space for truth and remembrance”? Simply suggesting 

these alternatives starts to illustrate that the existing metaphors have ideological 

implications.

The manifestos often utilise the language of machinery to construct getting truth and 

remembrance and justice for victims. One implication of this is that the process is 

objectified and when this is applied to the issue of getting “truth” for victims, there is 

an advantage to constructing a process that will make this truth as “objective” as 

possible. A machinery metaphor allows for this objectivity of the outcome. A further 

implication of this kind of metaphor use is that it assigns subject positions to 

different social actors. The machine needs to be created, operated and needs to 

produce an outcome for someone. Consequently, victims, politicians and society find 

positions allocated through metaphor use.
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In suggesting this 1 want to avoid taking a strong critical position (as in critical 

discourse analysis) because of the critiques of Billig (1987) and Potter (1996, p. 

227). Readers are not helpless pawns of the linguistic choices of political parties and 

can effectively generate counter-metaphors and arguments. The language of 

mechanism does not work in a deterministic way to blind readers or capture them to 

a particular ideological system. Again, 1 offer no hope of “de-mystifying” the way 

manifestos talk about language as if 1 could offer a non-mystifying alternative. 

Rather, I aim to show that rhetorically, the metaphors associated with “mechanisms” 

construct issues such as “truth-telling” in ways that have certain rhetorical effects 

such as assigning positions and constructing objectivity.

The use of “mechanism” as a metaphor finds a place in the manifestos of every party' 

apart from the DUP where the term “tool” is used. This prevalence shows that the 

language is embedded in discussion about reconciliation and may have unconscious 

effects on how reconciliation is discussed. The following is a brief survey of the use 

of mechanism-type metaphors and their entailments.

6.3.4.1 AI Hun ce Party

“A number of particular areas relating to the victims should be considered 

including memorials, a possible day of reflection and remembrance, a forum 

of testimonials, and most crucially a mechanism to address truth recovery.” 

(Alliance, 2007)

Often in the manifestos the mechanism is for the purpose of addressing “truth”. This 

is a key area in which there is much controversy and there is little agreement at times 

regarding what exactly happened during the Troubles and who is to blame for 

various events. Consequently, by using a “mechanism” of truth recovery the process 

is depersonalised. Other terms apart from “mechanism” can be used to invoke the 

same concept:

“Alliance believes that there are clear advantages to an overarching process 

for dealing with the past, both to provide better integrated solutions and a 

more cost-effective approach, in particular as an alternative to numerous 

individual public inquiries.” (Alliance, 2010, 2011)
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The metaphor “process”, although not as strong as “mechanism”, still masks the 

complexity of arriving at “truth”. In this extract there is a very clear instance of 

“intertextuality” (Fairclough, 2003, p. 40) where discourses which would normally 

be separate become interlinked. Here the new discourse to be included is a business 

discourse in which terms such as “integrated solutions” and “cost-effective” are used. 

This seems to link easily with discourses about “mechanism” since the two are 

related.

6.3.4.2 DUP

“In 2003 the DUP published a policy paper calling for the introduction of a 

Victims Commissioner... The report she produced has proved to be an 

invaluable tool in the reform of provision for victims...

Through the Northern Ireland Memorial Fund we have provided over £2 

million of support for individuals last year... Although there have been some 

criticisms of the Fund in the past it remains the most effective tool we 

currently have to reach victims not associated with groups.” (DUP, 2009)

Although the DUP manifestos never refer to “mechanism”, in the 2009 manifesto 

they refer to “tools” that they can use to address the problems associated with 

victims. Thus the Victims’ Commissioner’s report is a “tool” for reforming provision 

for victims and the Memorial Fund is a “tool” for reaching victims not in groups. 

One significant difference between the “mechanism” metaphor and the “tool” 

metaphor is that the latter is not used to refer to truth-recovery. Thus it does not 

require notions of objectivity. The second difference is that a “tool” is always 

wielded by someone: in this case, “we”. The “we” seems to refer to the DUP who 

wield “tools” to help victims by providing for them in various ways. However the 

term “tool” problematises the notion of “victims” by implying that they need to be 

“fixed” in some way. It places the power for helping victims in the hands of the DUP 

and this can be seen as a way of motivating the electorate in that the DUP are 

constructed as providing for victims.

6.3.43 SDLP

“The SDLP favours a truth and remembrance mechanism and is clear that the 

rights and interests of victims must be at its heart.” (SDLP, 2003)
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“The SDLP has long believed in the need for a mechanism for truth and 

remembrance for our society to move forward.” (SDLP, 2007)

In these quotes from the SDLP, “mechanism” is linked with the task of “truth” and 

“remembrance” which are fraught with difficulty because of the different 

perspectives of the Nationalist and Unionist communities on the events of the past. 

Two new points are worth noting. Firstly, the “rights and interests of victims” are at 

the heart of this mechanism. This positions victims as a significant actor in the 

process of truth and remembrance and empowers them to influence the outcomes. 

Secondly, the mechanism is required for “our society to move forward.” This 

constructs the mechanism as a necessity and the outcome in terms of societal benefit. 

This too motivates the electorate insofar as the benefits are not only for victims.

63.4.4 Sinn Fein

“As the primary state contributor to the conflict, the British government has 

the major financial, moral and political responsibility to enable such a 

process. We also believe the Irish government has a constitutional, legal and 

moral responsibility to promote and encourage this course of action. Given 

the all-island nature of the conflict, the truth recovery mechanism must also 

be on an all-Ireland footing.” (Sinn Fein, 2010)

The 2010 Sinn Fein manifesto shows a synonymous relationship between “process” 

and “mechanism”. The first sentence refers to a “process”; the latter to a 

“mechanism.” The metaphor then extends throughout many other references to a 

“process” of truth recovery. In this process, the British and Irish governments are 

called upon to “enable” and to “encourage” it. The “mechanism” is objectified and 

set apart from both so that the outcomes of the mechanism can be viewed as 

objective - even though the process will inevitably involve personal actors who will 

never be able to arrive at the truth exhaustively.

Throughout the manifestos, the use of metaphors of “mechanism” and machinery are 

prevalent. This analysis has pointed out that one of the rhetorical effects of this is to 

mask the process of arriving at truth by constructing the process as a “machine”. 

Another effect is to position various social actors within the framework of the 

“machine.” While in the language of some DUP manifestos they wield a “tool” to
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help victims thus presenting themselves as having power to help victims, other 

manifestos often position victims as having an input into the design and running of 

the mechanism. Again, by presenting society as benefiting from the mechanism, 

manifestos aim to persuade voters that the relevant party is looking out for their 

interests.

6.4 Discussion

In this study 1 have examined two premises and two metaphors which 1 have argued 

are important tools in the manifestos for constructing what should be done about 

victims. To summarise, we have seen that victims are often constructed as being 

without a voice and the political party aims to either provide that voice or provide a 

means for that voice to be heard. Another premise used when talking about victims is 

that of equality. In using this, a political party can construct ingroup disadvantage to 

present itself as a party that will rectify inequality and ingroup deprivation. The 

metaphor of suffering was seen to be used in two interpretative repertoires which 

either assigned responsibility for caring in the politicians or in the mutually wounded 

sides. The former allows the parties to present themselves as caring groups who will 

alleviate ingroup suffering. The latter constructs them as facilitators of reconciliation. 

Finally, frequent use of “mechanism” metaphors to refer to getting truth allow the 

parties to objectify the process of getting truth and avoid talking about the actual 

complexities of such a process.

Throughout we have seen that political manifestos use victimhood to present 

themselves as essential actors in helping victims. The parties never explicitly identify 

their entire community as being victims but they often speak for victims. This pattern 

was seen in Chapter 3 where 1 argued that speaking for victims avoids stake 

accusations and constructs the speaker as being motivated by care. As the manifestos 

speak in this “caring” way, they often accord power to themselves in order to 

persuade voters.

So what can be learned from the analysis of these premises and metaphors? Firstly, 

political parties are often accused of “using” victims. Professor Peter Shirlow told a 

committee of the Northern Ireland Assembly that “some people are still using 

victims as a political football” (Hansard, 2013). Such language is common in 

Northern Ireland in many spheres. This analysis suggests that while manifestos do
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“use” victims to persuade voters, this is something which all groups do as they speak 

“for” victims. All groups use victims rhetorically to support some argument.

Secondly, one of the ways in which victims can be “used” is by constructing them 

without a voice and thus the political party is required to speak for them or provide 

the means for them to speak. Either way, the party is constructed as being necessary 

for helping victims. Victims are “used” to encourage people to vote for the party. As 

Smith (2003) observed, invoking “unheard” voices can be an effective way of 

gaining support for a position. Academics often engage in the same practice and by 

doing so, legitimise their own authority as academics.

Thirdly, the premise of equality indicates how a sense of deprivation can be 

constructed by a manifesto. Often the manifestos never mentioned any specific 

“advantaged” group but merely by invoking this premise, the implication is made 

that another group is getting advantaged treatment and the ingroup (or their victims) 

is suffering disadvantage. At first glance this might seem banal: simply a 

manifestation of the kind of “competitive victimhood” that previous research has 

talked about (Noor et ah, 2012). However this is more subtle insofar as 

competitiveness is obvious when people compete over resources such as money or 

power. Competitiveness is less obvious when it is framed in terms of seeking 

equality. The very language implies that you do not seek to have more than the other 

group or to work against the other group - you only want to have equality with the 

other group. But when no other group is specified and there is vague rhetoric about 

“inequality”, this becomes a way of constructing a sense of ingroup deprivation. 

While relative deprivation research has examined how subjective inequality can lead 

to feeling of deprivation (Pedersen, 2004; Walker & Pettigrew, 1984), this chapter 

emphasises the rhetorical construction of such deprivation. More specifically I have 

noted that a comparison “outgroup” does not need to be specified to argue for 

ingroup disadvantage. Furthermore, ingroup disadvantage through inequality 

(whether constructed as actual or potential) serves as a rhetorical way of gaining 

something: in this case, more votes. Consequently, feelings of relative deprivation 

may be subject to rhetorical variability depending on the context.

Fourthly, manifestos use the language of suffering in order to construct themselves as 

having the power to alleviate suffering. But interpretative repertoires about suffering
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can vary depending on the rhetorical point of the manifesto. If reconciliation is 

constructed as the end-goal, the manifesto can talk about mutual wounding and 

healing from both sides. If the point is simply that healing should occur, the party can 

construct themselves as fulfilling that role. My point is that even the language of 

suffering can be used to accomplish different rhetorical tasks. Particularly in contexts 

where the political party is constructed as provided healing or the means thereof, this 

“uses” victims by constructing the party as necessary for their healing. Thus voters 

can be mobilised.

Finally, while academics talk about “mechanisms” in peacebuilding (Christie et ah, 

2001), we should be aware of the ideological implications of such language. Such a 

metaphor can be picked up by manifestos to demand “truth” (for example) and by so 

doing, mask the complexity and subjectivity involved in getting truth. Parties can use 

the simplicity and objectivity of this idea to mobilise voters who are told that the 

party can provide such a mechanism.

In all of this we see that what should be done about victims is constructed by 

political parties in a way which will persuade voters to vote for them. Thus victims 

are “used” rhetorically.
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7 Victims arguing about who is a victim

7.1 Introduction

In the previous chapters we have explored how the nature of victimhood is 

constructed (Chapter 3), how the question of what to do about victims is handled 

(Chapters 4 and 6) and how political manifestos define and legitimate their 

definitions of what a victim is (Chapter 5). In this chapter we turn again to the issue 

of how people justify their definitions of what a victim is. In this study however, we 

turn specifically to victims to hear how they construct and use their identity. In the 

previous studies we have seen much evidence of people speaking “for” victims but 

what difference could be seen if we turned to see people speaking “as” victims? 

Apart from the issues of stake and footing we shall see that there is sometimes little 

difference and the definitions of victims are constructed in similar ways as they were 

constructed in the manifestos. Victims and politicians make similar appeals to 

standards such as morality and law. However, there are also some key differences 

insofar as victims can appeal to personal experience, personal feelings and 

rationality. Understanding how these legitimations of victim definitions operate helps 

to explain how victimhood discourse is powerful and exerts sway in public discourse 

in Northern Ireland.

One objection readers may have raised against the analysis of political manifestos is 

that these are obviously rhetorical sources. Trying to show how victimhood is used 

rhetorically from manifestos seems far too easy a case. But if we could show that 

victims, even in relatively non-argumentative settings such as a conversation 

engaged in positioning and countering and disputing, this would strengthen our 

conceptualisation of victimhood as rhetoric. We shall see in the analysis which 

follows that even in such “non-argumentative” contexts as focus groups, victims 

engage vigorously in arguing for particular constructions of victimhood. As victims 

construct and legitimate their identity we shall see that they are motivated by 

argumentative concerns such as showing the ingroup’s superiority or innocence or 

rationality among other issues.
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While previous research looks at victimhood as an identity (Enns, 2007; Meredith, 

2009) or a social identity (Bar-Tal et ah, 2009), it does not consider the way those 

identities are constructed, justified or used in rhetorically functional ways. While 

much research has explored how identities are constructed and used (Condor & 

Abell. 2006; De Cillia et ah. 1999; Edwards, 1998), less research has looked at how 

victim identities are constructed and used (Beattie & Doherty, 1995). Beattie and 

Doherty (1995) looked at how victims in Northern Ireland talked about victimising 

events and drew attention to their blamelessness. While they note that blamelessness 

is normally a feature of general definitions of victims, they suggest this has to be 

invoked in discourse about victimhood for victims to use it. They show that people 

can invoke blamelessness by emphasising their ordinariness and surprise as being 

targeted, their lack of knowledge about paramilitary activities and their passivity 

upon being attacked. Paying attention to the construction of victim identities in this 

way is important - particularly in the context of Northern Ireland. As noted 

previously, the identity of “victim” is a contested term in Northern Ireland (Cairns et 

ah. 2003; McDowell, 2007) and while the legal definition embraces any who had 

suffered physically or psychologically as a result of the conflict (HMSO, 2006), 

some groups object to this definition because it includes those who may have been 

actively involved in violence. This means that the definition of a victim in Northern 

Ireland is an explicitly rhetorical site of struggle as different groups argue for the 

legitimacy of their definition. This opens up questions to do with how victims argue 

for their definition, why do they argue for it, and who is excluded or embraced within 

their definition.

The aim of this chapter is to show clearly that the answer to the question “Who is a 

victim?” is a rhetorical answer: it is used to perform argumentative work. To this end 

I will explore the focus groups to see how victims construct the victim identity and 

what they do with that identity. This is all part of understanding the locutionary, 

illocutionary and perlocutionary aspects of victimhood discourse.

7.2 Data collection and materials

A range of victims’ groups were contacted via email to request focus groups or 

interviews with victims (see Appendix 1 for a copy of this email). Many of the 

groups proved difficult to arrange focus groups with due to time-pressures on their
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staff. However, a total of three focus groups, two interviews and one dual-interview 

were arranged. In the “Refkxivity and interviewer orientation” section below \ give 

some details on these groups and how I interacted with them. All of the focus groups 

and interviews were conducted by myself and in only one (the first one with Coiste) 

did I bring a companion. The decision to bring a companion was later reversed due to 

concerns that this had the potential to intimidate participants who were talking about 

very sensitive issues. The interviews and focus groups covered a range of topics 

relating to victimhood. They were semi-structured and the interview schedule is 

given in Appendix 2. At the start of the interview, interviewees were given an article 

from the Belfast Telegraph to initiate some discussion (Appendix 3). The article 

explained how a group of victims had campaigned for more support from the 

government. The article was not used as the focus of discussion but merely as a tool 

to initiate conversation.

Audio recordings were made at each of the six interviews/focus groups and were 

subsequently transcribed. Information that was personally identifiable was removed 

during transcription. Transcription notations follow a simplified Jeffersonian form 

(Jefferson, 2004) and are given in Appendix 4.

7.3 Reflexivity and interviewer orientation

Inasmuch as was possible, the interviewer presented himself as an ingroup member 

to facilitate more openness in the discussion (Merton, 1972). If the purpose of the 

interviews was to uncover naturally occurring rhetoric, it would be unsuitable for the 

interviewer to appear as an outsider (which could be an obvious prompt to engage in 

justification of the group). While “doing similarity” may not always work (Abell, 

Locke, Condor, Gibson, & Stevenson, 2006), if it is properly received by the 

recipient, it may be effective in encouraging more openness.

7.3.1 FAIR (Families Acting for Innocent Relatives)

A focus group was conducted with FAIR consisting of 5 interviewees on 14th 

November 2012. FAIR is a group of victims from South Armagh who were led at the 

time by prominent victims’ campaigner, William Frazer. The group is strongly 

Unionist and has consistently opposed the Good Friday Agreement. Some of the 

members come from a background in the RUC, UDR and the prison service. Prior to
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the focus group, FAIR had lost their funding due to accusations of mishandling of 

money and this was a topic of concern for the group members. Two days after the 

focus group, William Frazer stepped down from his position of leadership within 

FAIR citing concerns that his leadership had led to unfair targeting of the group by 

political and funding organisations. One interview was also carried out with a 

member of this group (30lh October 2012)

It is not always easy to identify when the interviewees identify with the interviewer 

but in terms of a reflexive sense of identification, some comments can be made. In 

the FAIR group, the interviewer was explicitly presented to the group as a Protestant 

and there was a sense of openness in the discussion.

7.3.2 MAST (Mourne Action for Survivors of Terrorism)

With MAST I conducted one focus group with 5 interviewees on 31st January 2013. 

MAST is a victims’ group in the Mourne Area who are strongly Unionist although 

are not as politically active as FAIR.

In the MAST group, the interviewer did not disclose his background but often agreed 

with the positions expressed by the group. The sense of openness was not as present 

as was present in the FAIR group. For example, at one part of the focus group, the 

interviewer asked for the interviewees’ response to those who would say that ex- 

RUC officers and ex-IRA soldiers can both be equated as victims even though they 

both fought in the conflict. The extract is given below:

Extract 1

211 I: They were armed, they were wearing a uniform, (2.2) em (.) so

212 the IRA (.) or peop... ex-IRA members I’ve talked to would tend

213 to see themselves in the same kind of category (.) as ex-UDR

214 men

215 C: Why?

216 I: Why? (.) Simply because (.) they would class themselves as

217 victims

218 C: If they’re IRA they’re IRA and why should 

D: There’s a distinction there, one’s a terrorist, the other’s a law-219
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220 C: A Loyalist

221 D: a law-abidin

222 A: And I know they say that they were fightin a war (.) so

223 they’re tryin to justify

224 1: Yea

225 A: what they did

226 I: Yea

227 A: And there’s definitely a..

228 C: Mm?

229 A: There’s a definitely a big line drawn (laugh)

230 B: mm

231 I: yea

232 A: As we would see it.

233 I: Yea

234 A: As our group would see it.

235 I: and I’m not tryin to catch yous out or anything

236 C: This is

237 I: I’m in broad agreement with yous I’m just tryin to

238 C: You’re you’re tryi...

239 I: Explore what you're thinkin and what you’re feeling

240 A: Yea

Several indications seem to point to a lack of identification between the interviewer 

and the interviewees. The laugh in line 229 indicates that the mere suggestion of 

similarities in victimhood between the two groups is preposterous. But as Adelsward 

(1989) points out, laughter displays an attitude towards the interlocutor as well as the 

statement. The interviewer apparently feels the awkwardness of this as he positions 

himself relative to his statements made in line 211-4 with his clarification in line 237. 

He also feels the need to explain why he suggested the argument in lines 211-4 by 

stating that he is not “tryin to catch yous out or anything” (line 235). This succeeds to 

some extent as C offers to provide an explanation for the interviewer’s question in 

line 238. The relationship may be repaired to some extent, but it required more work 

than in the FAIR focus group.
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7.3.3 WAVE

An interview was conducted with WAVE Trauma Centre on 26th November 2012. 

The centre works for victims from all sides of the community in Northern Ireland 

and has offices in several areas. It is not politically aligned. Because the WAVE 

Trauma Centre does not have a group affiliation (i.e. Protestant or Catholic) there 

were very little concerns about identifying with the interviewee. The interview was 

quite formal and dealt mainly with the concerns of WAVE as a group.

7.3.4 Ballymurphy Massacre Families

A focus group was conducted with the Ballymurphy Massacre families consisting of 

8 interviewees on 18th February 2013. This group is made up of relatives of those 

killed in the Ballymurphy Estate in Belfast between O1'1 and 11th August 1971. Those 

killed were killed by the British Army and there has not been a proper investigation 

into the deaths. The group is from a Nationalist background.

For the Ballymurphy victims’ group the interviewer aimed to identify with the group 

and avoided any reference to his Protestant background. There was a sense of 

common identity which can be seen below:

Extract 2

910 E: The The thing is too (.) 1 believe the parachute troopers

911 murdered our loved ones, not because they were Catholics, but

912 because they could. Cuz they could do it and get away with

913 because in nineteen seventy two they went on the Shankill and

914 they killed two Protestant men.

915 I: Yea

916 E: But Mr Paisley came out onto the street screamin and yelling

917 saying, “They didn’t get the- the parachute regiment was a very

918 fine regiment, a bit too heavy handed for the Protestant

919 community. They were alright for the Catholics but not for the

920 Protestants and if you don’t bring them off the Shankill Road

921 we’ll bring the country to a standstill.” The paratroopers were

922 never seen on the Shankill Road again. Now you tell me where

923 was the difference? They were- they were allowed - it was
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924 alright for you to come in and kill us but don’t come onto our

925 our land. So you can see where it’s- the balance is and as I say,

926 as the Alliance, Trevor Lunn, he truly believed all our loved

927 ones were gunmen and gunwomen so, I would say all the

928 Protestant community believed that. So we’re still today forty-

929 two years later tryin to educate them on the fact that they

930 weren’t. They were innocent people

931 I: Yea

While it is not clear whether the interviewer is seen as an ingroup member, he is not 

seen as one of the Protestant community who “all” believed that the Ballymurphy 

victims were gunmen and gunwomen (lines 927-8). They are “still today” being 

educated on “the fact that they weren’t” (line 929). Because E is offering this 

information to the interviewer, the assumption is that the interviewer is not fully 

aware of this information. Thus he is not being treated as a member of the Protestant 

community who “all” believed that the victims at Ballymurphy were guilty.

7.3.5 Coiste na nlarchimi

A dual interview was conducted with Coiste na nlarchimi and this comprised 2 

interviewees and 2 interviewers on 7lh November 2012. This is a republican ex

prisoners group who work in North Belfast. While not identifying themselves as a 

victims’ group, many of them fall under the legal definition of victims because they 

have suffered physical or psychological harm as a result of the conflict. In this 

interview there were two interviewers - one from a Protestant background and one 

from a Catholic background. However, the practice of bringing two interviewers was 

avoided in future interviews (this being the first group 1 met) because of concerns 

that two interviewers may prove to be slightly intimidating. This is an important 

concern because of the sensitive nature of the interviews.

The relationship with the Coiste na nlarchimi interviewees was different in that the 

interviewers were seen as outgroup members. This is seen below:

Extract 3

326 B: but we still have those fights they’re sites of struggle,
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327 you know you can see where there’s resistance you know

328 I: yea

329 B: to what our community’s about. So that, that’s a site of

330 struggle for us but (.) we believe we’ve offered a way forward in

331 terms of how

332 A: What what what actually are you looking to, like a

333 parallel between uh (.) how we see ourselves as victims and how

334 people who have lost people or injured people or...

335 I: Um, (.) not necessarily parallels but I’m just

336 A: Do Do you see us as victims? Are you saying, “I’m

337 going to see the republican ex-prisoners network cuz I believe

338 they’re a victims’ group.” Is that how you...?

In line 329 there is a clear reference to “our community” in a way which positions 

the interviewer as an outsider. Interviewee A then goes on to query the goal of the 

research which indicates his uncertainty about the general beliefs of the interviewer 

(lines 332-4). Again in lines 336-7 he questions whether the interviewer sees the 

group as a victims’ group which also indicates his uncertainty about the interviewer’s 

position. Elsewhere the interviewees treat the interviewers as academics:

Extract 4

243 A: Yea this is this is don’t be don’t be taking our word for it you

244 know, there’s there’s a lot of academic research. We’re probably

245 the most researched organisation that ever came into being in

246 Ireland certainly.

247 I: (laugh)

248 A: Ah Dr Shirlow, you know, Pete Shirlow,

249 I: aye

250 A: Ruth Jamieson, ahh (^Jonathan Barrett,

251 B: Ruth Ruth Ruth

252 A: Ruth Jamieson, Patricia Lundy, I mean we know them

253 all. So there’s a lot of research. 1 dunno did C provide you with

254 the research? We had a research that me and B was involved in
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255 the health and wellbeing

In this extract the interviewees mention several academics to point out that there is a 

lot of academic research conducted by various scholars into the group. At another 

point, the interviewees refer the interviewers to various research materials available 

online. While all of the groups orient to the interviewer as an academic to some 

extent, this group was most notable because of their efforts to indicate their 

familiarity with various academics and research more generally.

7.4 Analysis

In answering the question ‘‘Who are the victims?” victims identify a group of people 

as being the victims and then proceed to legitimate that definition. As in Chapter 5, 

this chapter seeks to examine how victims legitimate their constructions of the victim 

identity. I will also seek to show how those legitimations work rhetorically 

dependent on the context and this can be seen in the variability which sometimes 

occurs. The analysis is thus divided into two main sections. The first section deals 

with the different ways the victims legitimate their constructions and the second with 

rhetorical variability in the use of definitions and legitimations.

7.4.1 Legitimation through appeal to experience

It is common for victim groups to refer to their experiences of becoming a victim. 

Such experiences legitimate the speaker’s claim to victimhood and because of their 

personal nature, are difficult to dispute. I want to point out two instances where the 

experiences of a person are used to generate entitlement to the category of the victim. 

The first is from the FAIR focus group and the second is from the MAST focus 

group.

At the very start of the focus group with FAIR, A offers to begin the discussion by 

explaining his background. He frames his victimhood in terms of a key experience:

Extract 5

6 A: Well I’ll I’ll start off just ramble away here get the thing

7 going. 1 was in the RUC and at the time of my shooting I was

8 stationed in Crossmaglen.
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9 I: Right

10 A: This was in nineteen-seventy-two. So I’ve been a victim (0.7)

11 from then. And my biggest problem is mobility and eh chronic

12 pain

13 1: Right

14 A: But, (cough) (2.0) in the early days we started up a group of

15 disabled police officers

16 1: mhm

17 A: and we were doing quite well. But then people started coming

18 on board that maybe had heard bombs goin off and different

19 things so 1 just walked away from it. I wasn’t prepared to (0.6)

20 put any more work into dealin with people that didn’t need dealt

21 with...

The experience of his shooting is constructed as the event which makes him a victim. 

The account is stated as being a “ramble” so there is no explicitly argumentative 

situation. But without prompting, the account about A’s victimhood becomes 

argumentative as he introduces us to the people that “started coming on board that 

maybe had heard bombs goin off and different things” (lines 17-18) The implication 

is that there are valid experiences which make one a victim and there an invalid ones. 

Simply to hear a bomb is not enough to qualify one as a victim. Such people “didn’t 

need dealt with” (line 20). From the very start of the focus group, victims are 

constructed as having a special experience in contrast to some who claim to be 

victims but do not have the same experience.

In the extracts above from FAIR, it is not difficult for the speaker to legitimate his 

victimhood and to delegitimate other claims to victimhood. In the MAST focus 

group (Extract 6), the claim is slightly more difficult for the speaker because she was 

young and was not directly harmed by a perpetrator. While such transgenerational 

effects of victimhood have been noted (Manktelow, 2007; Wohl & Van Bavel, 2011; 

Vollhardt, 2009a, p. 137), less attention has been paid to why and how subsequent 

generations might choose to identify themselves as victims. There are psychological 

reasons which may be deduced but here 1 want to look at the rhetorical reasons.
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In the focus group, E both identifies herself as a victim and justifies why she thinks 

this is the case. Prior to this point in the focus group, I have been asking about the 

needs of victims and how they might change as time progresses. A mentions that the 

generation coining up will have different needs which prompts me to ask E if she 

considers herself to be a victim.

Extract 6

1865

1866

1867

1868

1869

1870

1871

1872

1873

1874

1875

1876

1877

1878

1879

1880 

1881 

1882

1883

1884

1885

1886

1887

1888

1889

1890

I: Yea (.) Would you class yourself as a victim? (1.0)

I: That’s not a trick question, I’m just curious 

E: Yea

1: Yea you would

E: Because (.) I don’t see why (.) the guy that pulled the trigger 

had the right to take my granda away from me, I never knew 

him. Never had a granda, never got to call anybody granda and I 

don’t see why (.) he got to decide that for me (.) And my mum 

was hurt and 1 don’t like (.)

I: Yea (0.5) So the repurcuss...

E: Things that she goes through even (0.8) now like (.) no (.)

1: Yea 

E: Yea

I: So the repurcussions have affected you so that makes you a 

victim as well

E: Yea (.) and even when the, (I’m not callin yous old!),

All: (laugh)

E: When the younger when the younger generations kind of like 

(1.4) I don’t know (.) like they think they’re gonna disappear (.) 

and that in (0.5) fifty years this is all gonna go away it’ll be like 

all the people that were (0.6) livin durin the Troubles and were 

injured or had (1.1) brothers and (0.6) dad's and everything 

killed (0.6) because it’s my granda they’re gonna be like, “She’s 

not really gonna pay that much attention to it.” But I’m not 

gonna let it go (.)

I: Yea



196

1891 E: And I know —’s the same probably (.) like there is (.)

1892 younger people that are takin an interest and (0.7)

Initially I ask the question bluntly in line 1865 but because there is a short pause 1 

decided to clarify the rhetorical context for her. I explain that 1 am “just curious” 

(line 1866) to indicate that 1 do not mind what she says. After affirming that she does 

identify as a victim, she then, unprompted, begins to justify why she is a victim. The 

justification offered centres on an event of unjust harm described in lines 1869-1873. 

A perpetrator harmed her grandfather which meant that she no longer has a 

grandfather and her mother also suffers from the same loss.

Having established her justification for being a victim, she then shows the rhetorical 

significance of being a victim in lines 1882-9. She quotes a hypothetical argument- 

opponent in lines 1887-8 who says that “She’s not really gonna pay that much 

attention to it” - that is, the loss of her grandfather. She vigorously denies the 

objector by saying, “But Tm not gonna let it go” (line 1888). The stress on the “I’m" 

indicates that while other people might forget about the past, she won’t forget about 

it. In making a distinction between herself and other people, she implies that 

identifying as a victim is a choice to some extent - it is a choice to not “let it go” and 

to not let the past be forgotten. So the significance of claiming victimhood is to argue 

that she is not, and will not let the events of the past be forgotten.

To bolster her argument, she points in lines 1891-2 that there are other young people 

who agree with her. She is not alone in her argument or in her identification as a 

victim. Again, because she transitions from talking about whether she is a victim to 

“younger people that are takin an interest” indicates that she sees these ideas in 

parallel. To identify as a victim is to take an interest in the past. Thus the use of the 

term “victim” in a transgenerational context is as rhetorically motivated as the use of 

the term “victim” in any other context. In both of these instances we see that 

experience is used to legitimate the claim to victimhood: either direct or indirect 

experience. And both of these claims are used functionally: whether to dismiss the 

claims of other “victims” or to demonstrate that the speaker will never forget the 

past.
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7.4.2 Legitimation through appeal to personal feelings

Another way of legitimating victimhood is to appeal to personal opinions and 

feelings. Because personal opinions are limited to the person speaking, they do not 

need to produce evidence for the opinion and the opinion is not directly open to 

contestation (Wiggins & Potter, 2003). This subjective discourse is strategic and I 

shall consider two ways in which this occurs in the focus groups. In the first example 

a victim objects to the current definition of a victim because it is personally hurtful 

and in the second, a victim proposes a definition of a victim based on her personal 

opinion.

The first example is taken from the FAIR focus group in which A has .talked for some 

time about his own experience. B then starts to tell his own story of victimhood in 

quite graphic detail. He explains that Protestants and Catholics have responded in 

different ways to such trauma. Catholics, he says, have been interested in

compensation but Protestants “live with the pain so we do” (line 298). This functions 

as a disclaimer (Hewitt & Stokes, 1975) which provides the moral high-ground for 

what follows:

Extract 7

304 B: I always found that (1.1) as the Troubles went on and (sigh)

305 you saw things happening you go back to the, what you had

306 actually gone through- loss of your brother, friend and things

307 that you’d seen- people blown blown up. Um. (0.8) And it’s

308 always brought back to you so it is you know. So from my own

309 personal point of view (0.8) um (0.6) I just (0.5) um feel that

310 (0.6) uh (0.7) what has gone on in Northern Ireland (0.6) is

311 really down to um (1.6) it’s encompassed in what the

312 government sees as the definition of a victim - who is a victim

313 and this to me is the crux of the matter you know (0.6)

314 I: yeaa

315 B: is is is the victim (0.7) and the victim’s relatives, the person

316 that has been shot dead and their family? Or is it the man who

317 pulled the trigger and the man who sent them out to do the- to
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318 pull the trigger? (0.7) Now (0.3) you know, this is, the definition

319 is very hurtful in what the government are trying to say that (0.4)

320 anyone who suffered as a result of the Troubles in Northern

321 Ireland would be classified as a victim- that that is not true in

322 any moral society. It cannot be true. And 1 think it indicates just

323 how governments, how government thinks here. And that’s why

324 they’re quite willing to placate (1.1) the terrorists >so they are<.

Having established the experiential basis for his victimhood, he then expresses his 

“own personal point of view” on the definition of a victim. Functionally, this strategy 

may present the speaker as powerless - they cannot enforce their view. Furthermore, 

the strategy distinguishes between the individual and the group which may discount 

any suggestion that the view is motivated by group membership. Rather, this is a 

view which is motivated by personal feelings. But most certainly, such a strategy 

protects the speaker from objections since it is merely a personal opinion (Wiggins 

& Potter, 2003).

The “crux of the matter” (line 313) for B lies in a simple dichotomy in which the 

victims are defined in contrast to those who perpetrated the violent act. Having 

explained in detail the traumatic events which caused victimhood, this makes the 

absurdity of equating the two very clear. B explains that this is “very hurtful” (line 

319) and again uses a personal feeling to make an objection. He also says that this 

definition is “hurtful” because it is “not true” (line 321), not “moral” (line 322) and 

involves placating “terrorists” (line 324). If the aim of legal statutes is to help 

victims, B claims that this is “hurtful” to him as a victim and by so doing, he 

derogates the definition.

In the MAST focus group, one victim uses personal opinion to state her definition of 

a victim. At the start of the focus group we were discussing the article that I had 

given them to read. C suggested that the victim mentioned in the article may have 

been targeted for a reason. This led me to ask about her distinction between 

legitimate victims and legitimate targets:
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Extract 8

80 I: So would you draw quite a sharp distinction between people

81 who you think are legitimate victims (.) and people that you

82 think have been targeted for a good [reason?!

83 C: [No I], a victim’s a victim

84 but what I, people are sayin that, this is my idea now, this is

85 what I don’t think a victim is, I would (0.7) don’t think a victim

86 is, should, a person should be classed a victim if they (0.6) are in

87 (0.7) an organisation and they deliberately go out and do

88 something and they’re killed

89 B: Perpetrator

90 C: Yea perpetrator. I don’t think they should be classed as a

91 victim

92 B: No

93 C: Because they, (.) they set out to do harm.

94 1: Yea (.)

95 C: That’s my personal now that’s my personal view of a victim.

96 I think a victim is somebody that has been killed. Ya know,

97 A: An innocent victim

98 C: An innocent victim is somebody who’s been killed doin a

99 day’s work or doin you know

100 B: Mhm

101 C: Somebody deliberately goin out an shootin

In lines 84, 85 and 95 there is a repeated emphasis from C on how the views she 

expresses are her personal view. By doing this she protects her view from direct 

criticism from me or anyone else in the group. But it also allows her to elicit the 

views of others to get support: “I don’t think they should be classed as victims, that’s 

only me. (.) I don’t know how yous feel?” (lines 109-10). The rest of the group then 

proceed to agree with her. By expressing personal opinion she thus encourages the 

rest of the group to speak and this grants collective support to her position.
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Further in the discussion, the use of personal opinion changes slightly as she uses it 

to object to the categorisation of her with other people who she argues are not true 

victims. This relies on the idea that the speaker has a right to say what category they 

belong to and it is not right for someone to place you in a category with other people 

that you deny affiliation with.

Extract 9

135 C: They are not victims in [my]

136 B: [They’re not] victims

137 B:[nono]

138 C: [They’re not victims in my eyes]

139 1: Yea

140 C: But this is what the government’s tryin to (1.5) say

141 A: That we’re all the same

142 C: That we’re all the same to me,

143 A: And we’re not the same

144 B: No

145 C: I don’t think we are all the same

In line 140, the context of the argument is clear: “this is what the government’s tryin 

to (1.5) say”. Fler argument opponent is the government who are trying to place her 

in a category which says she is the “same” as others who she believes are not 

victims. They are trying to tell her that “we’re all the same” (line 141). She objects to 

this and continues to use the language of opinions as seen in the use of the word 

“think” in line 145: “I don’t think we are all the same.” Thus personal opinion can be 

used to object to categorisation by others and thereby delegitimate the legal 

definition of a victim.

In these examples we see that claiming personal opinion is rhetorically useful. It can 

be used to claim personal hurt, to elicit group views for collective support and to 

deny categorisation by others. Appeal to personal opinion is a strong argument by 

victims who seek to defend their definition of a victim.
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7.4.3 Legitimation through appeal to morality

As noted in Chapter 5, moral evaluation (van Leeuwen, 2008) is often used to 

construct victims and legitimate a particular definition. We find the same pattern in 

this chapter where victims are defined and legitimated with reference to a moral 

system. Furthermore, we also see one person arguing that the personal moral 

responses of a person to terrorism determine whether they are a victim or not.

In the FAIR focus group B talks about how corrupt politicians have been when 

dealing with victims. He summarises his narrative in line 783 with a sigh:

Extract 10

927 B: (1.2) um (.) no the whole the whole [sigh] (2.1) the whole

928 victims situation (.) is (.) is corrupted

929 1: yea

930 B: so it is and we (.) as victims, innocent victims, >you have to

931 stipulate now<, innocent victims

932 C: mhm

933 B: you know (0.5) [and]

934 A: [if we] if we would accept that definition

935 (.) of a victim bein anybody (.)

936 C:yep

937 A: (0.7) we would (0.8) I think the money

938 B: we’d be sittin in a new building

939 A: [we would be]

940 C: [(laughs)]

941 B: worth about two million pounds

The previous discussion (in the focus group) was simply about the corrupt dealings 

of politicians and was not about the definition of a victim. So when we get to line 

931 we have a sudden topic change prompted by B’s comment. He is presumably 

going to comment about victims being betrayed or hurt by politicians. Instead, he 

says the word victims and then repeats it with the added word “innocent” (line 930) 

with emphasis. By saying that “you have to stipulate now” implies that there was a
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time when such a concern did not exist. But in the current time, there is a need to 

state that “innocent victims” are the true victims.

This repeated emphasis of innocent connotes a moral discourse of victimhood. 

Victims are “innocent” (lines 930-1) and have no guilt. Feasibly, some groups would 

question the innocence of the speaker since he was a UDR member who fought 

during the Troubles. 1 highlight this, not to make judgments about guilt or innocence, 

but to point out that innocence is a claim which B is making. He is defining 

victimhood on the basis of innocence.

Not only is victimhood constructed on the basis of morality, but beliefs about 

victimhood are legitimated with reference to morality. These victims talk not only 

about being innocent, but they also talk about why they hold such a belief. Firstly, 

the group shows that their belief is costly. This implies that they are not swayed by 

motives of financial gain. They collaborate with one another as they explain this and 

they complete each other’s sentences. If they would only accept the legal definition 

they would have a “new building” (line 938) and it would be worth about “two 

million pounds” (line 941). They forego this because they hold to their definition.

Secondly, not only do they counter any argument of financial gain, but they explain 

why they believe their definition. After a brief section where C leaves the group, B 

continues the conversation:

Extract 11

946 B: we’d be getting everything we ask for

947 A: and we know that but you know (1.0) it’s just it’s just your

948 upbringing. (.) My mum dropped dead at my bedside when I was

949 shot. (0.5) I don’t even remember her being buried. (0.4) I

950 wasn’t at her funeral I wasn’t fit to be out of hospital (0.5) but

951 I’m not going to forget (0.4)

952 I: Yea (0.3)

953 A: you know what she taught me what was right (0.4) what was

954 wrong



203

A then expands in lines 947-8 to explain why they do not believe in the legal 

definition of a victim: “it’s just your upbringing”. The “just” indicates the simplicity 

of the explanation: his moral upbringing (line 951,953) means a lot to him. The 

mention of his mother’s death (line 948) links her death to his victimhood and thus 

he is “not going to forget” (line 951) “what she taught” (line 953) about morality. 

Thus morality is the reason why he cannot change his definition of victimhood. It is 

an issue of upbringing (line 948) and honour to his mother (line 951).

The definition of a victim is defined in terms of morality: they are innocent victims. 

Furthermore, this is a belief which cannot be changed because it is a moral belief 

which has been established through upbringing. This functions as part of the broader 

argument to exclude “non-innocent” victims from the definition. Thus morality is 

both the ground for being a victim and the ground for believing that this is the case.

In the FAIR interview, appropriate moral responses are used to legitimate the 

inclusion or exclusion of certain people from the category of “victim”. Prior to the 

extract below I asked the interviewee what he thought of people from the other side 

who claimed that they were not being treated equally.

Extract 12

495 I: Yea (.) Now, (1.2) I have heard people from the

496 Nationalist/republican side saying, “There’s an hierarchy of

497 victims and we’re not being treated equally.” (0.7) Wh-

498 supposing somebody like that was talkin to you, what would you

499 say to them? (1.0)

500 A: If (.) their loved one (.) went out and was killed by a UVF

501 man (1.2) he had no connections of eh IRA trappings, he didn’t

502 murder anybody, they’re as they’re as much as an innocent

503 victim as I am.

504 I: Mhm

505 A: And we have always said that. (0.7) The problem is (.)

506 whenever you get em (.) you know family members (0.8) and

507 their, maybe their loved one was involved in IRA activities (0.5)

508 murder, (0.5) bombings whatever (1.0) now (2.0) it’s alright
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509 there for people to say, “Well you know, aye but if he was, that

510 doesn’t make the family any less of a, of a victim.” Right, well

511 I’ll try and defend it for you. (0.8) If those people would come

512 out and say that they were totally disgusted (.)

513 I: Mhm

514 A: About (0.6) the involvement of what their son did (.)

515 I: Yea (.)

516 A: And they renounced violence (0.6) then I would say, yes they

517 are the same as me. (0.5)

518 I: Mhm

519 A: But if they come out and say, you know, “My Seamus or my

520 whatever, my Patrick, was doin (.) what he believed in and he

521 was (.) he was trying till liberate this country and he died a hero”

522 - they’re not a victim.

523 I: Mhm

524 A: Can’t be a victim.

In lines 500-3, he defines victims in terms of what they have not done. So as long as 

the person had no IRA connections and did not murder anyone, then they were 

innocent. Consequently, they would be a true victim and their relatives would be 

also. The interviewee stresses that “we have always said that” (line 505) to show that 

FAIR is not prejudiced against Catholics or Nationalists. Rather, they frame their 

concerns in terms of justice and morality.

In line 505, a hinge of the argument is introduced with the words, “the problem is...” 

Prior to this point, what was said seems to be a disclaimer (Hewitt & Stokes, 1975). 

This is why the interviewee is so emphatic that the group has always said that 

Nationalists can be victims. After line 505, he begins to explain why he thinks that 

many of them cannot be classed as victims.

In line 509, the interviewee imagines an objector saying, “Well you know, aye but if 

he was, [involved with violence] that doesn’t make the family any less of a, of a 

victim.” The rhetorical nature of this discussion is clearly evident since he is 

imagining objectors and is interacting with what they might say. The objector is
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wondering why the family cannot be classed as victims even if their relative was 

involved in violence. What follows is interesting. In line 511, the interviewee 

explains that if those family members would come out and say they were “totally 

disgusted” (line 512) with what their son was involved in and that they “renounced 

violence” (line 516) then they would be the “same as me” (line 517). On the other 

hand, if they glorify their son’s violence, they are not victims (lines 519-22).

Firstly, it is interesting to note that the interviewee uses himself as the benchmark for 

what a victim is (line 503). This is based on the underlying assumption that only a 

victim can say what a victim is. Secondly, and this is my main point, the family’s 

moral attitude determines whether or not they are victims. If the family’s attitudes 

towards violence are wrong, they cannot be victims. On the other hand, if the 

family’s attitudes towards the violence of their son are against the actions of their 

son, then they can be classed as victims.

The function of using moral attitudes as a benchmark for victimhood is to exclude 

from victimhood anyone who has suffered harm but who still agrees with violence. 

In both examples offered, morality is used as a way of restricting the definition of a 

victim either because of immoral actions or attitudes. It is also used as a way of 

legitimating the group’s beliefs about what constitutes a victim. This latter point 

allows the group to present themselves in a favourable light in that they suffer for 

their moral beliefs.

7.4.4 Legitimation through appeal to rationality

Another way of legitimating the definition of a victim is to appeal to rationality: what 

any normal person would think. This is seen in the FAIR interview:

Extract 13

8 I: So that got me thinkin right, (.) obviously the victims aren’t (.)

9 bein heard properly, at (.) least they don’t think they’re bein

10 heard properly so I think I’m gonna have to go and look at vie...

11 at what victims are actually sayin (1.0) so that’s why I’m here

12 today to...

13 A: Well the real victims aren’t bein heard. You know there’s



206

14 this, I think there’s this, perception that everybody in Northern

15 Ireland’s a victim. But that’s, that’s not the case. You have

16 people em that went out for to murder people, who are now

17 classed as victims. That, in anybody’s right thinkin mind, that

18 cannot be the case.

19 I: Yea

20 A: It’s the innocent victims that have never, you know held a

21 gun have never, (0.7) murdered or have never plotted anybody.

22 They are the real victims. But because it doesn’t eh it doesn’t

23 make you know much sense, up on (.) em Stormount this is why,

24 (0.7) you know people like ourselves are not bein listened to

In this extract the interviewee argues that rationality compels him to believe in his 

definition of a victim. To begin, he demonstrates the irrationality of the other view 

by the use of extreme case formulation (Pomerantz, 1986) in which he says that there 

is a “perception that everybody in Northern Ireland's a victim.” Clearly everybody 

cannot be a victim so the definition must be restricted. On what basis does he argue 

for a restriction? Innocent victims have never “held a gun” (line 20-21), have “never 

murdered” (line 21) and have “never plotted” against anybody (line 21). 

Accordingly, his definition is a rational one and any other definition is irrational 

(lines 22-3) and “doesn’t make, you know, much sense”. Rhetorically, this appeal to 

rationality allows him to show that he cannot change his mind - he cannot help being 

rational.

7.4.5 Legitimation through appeal to law and order

Again in the FAIR interview, the interviewee shows that the compelling nature of his 

definition of a victim. According to him, the very basic elements of law and order 

show who is a victim and who is not.

Extract 14

475 A: Yea (0.4) you know, I (0.5) I personally don’t think, you

476 know, that there should be a hierarchy of victims. There’s the

477 innocent victim, and there’s the one that made them victims.
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478 (0.9) The person who killed my brother along with his nine, eh

479 the workmates, if he was, if he hada been caught that day and

480 maybe shot by the army

481 I: Mhm

482 A: Or the police (1.0) would he have been a victim? After (0.5)

483 murderin people?

484 1: Yeaa

485 A: You know like, go back to basics! Just go back to the (.) the

486 very basics of what law and order [is]

487 1: [Yea] (.) mhm

488 A: If people commit offense, are they (.) victims?

489 1: Mhm

490 A: You can’t be, not in the, not in the sense (.)

491 1: Yea

492 A: Of (.)

493 1: Yea

494 A: What is basically right

I had asked the interviewee what he thought about the idea of a “hierarchy of 

victims” which some people said existed. The interviewee objects to it on the basis of 

an unambiguous distinction: there is the victim and the person who made them a 

victim (lines 476-7). But the interviewee goes on to pose a case of potential 

complexity. What if the person who shot his brother was then later shot by the army 

or the police. Would he be a victim? The interviewee rebuts this and says, “Go back 

to basics! Just go back to the (.) the very basics of what law and order is.” This 

appeal to the simplicity of law and order denies the existence of complexity and sees 

victims and perpetrators in terms of a basic division between guilty and innocent. 

The interviewee thus justifies a definition of a victim which only includes the 

innocent. Rhetorically, focussing on the “basics” of “law and order” shows that his 

view is compelling and there is no other sensible alternative.
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7.4.6 Legitimation through appeal to personal character

Another way of legitimating a claim to victimhood is to appeal to the personal 

character of the victim. In the MAST focus group, the group talks about one member 

who refers to herself as a “survivor” instead of a “victim”. This is argued to be a sign 

of the personal character of people in their community who do not seek attention or 

benefits but suffer privately.

Extract 15

1420 D: And the same people’s saying (0.7) I know a man that has

1421 been shot (1.2) and his wife doesn’t think she’s a victim (0.5).

1422 B: She’ll correct ye and tell you [I’m a survivor]

1423 D: [She’ll correct]. She says

1424 I’m a survivor. But she had to live with that (0.6)

1425 I: Ok

1426 D: That man’s walkin about this day with a bullet in him. And

1427 they’ve only come to this group this last two years

1428 B: Mhm

1429 D: Maybe. (.) and I’ve been tryin to get them since we started

1430 (0.8)

1431 I: Yea

1432 D: It’s only the last two years they’ve come

1433 C: And now she enjoys it

1434 D: Oh aye she she knows now what she was missing but

1435 C: Ahah

1436 D: It was the thought, she kept sayin to me, “We’re not victims.”

1437 I: Yea

1438 D: And like he had a bullet in him - and he still has to this day

1439 (0.8) you know

1440 I: Yea

1441 D: And that’s the way the people, people down here’s very

1442 private. Very very private. (0.6) You know, (0.6) and I’ll tell you

1443 about the people here too, they don’t go looking for things 

I: Yea1444
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1445 B: They’re too proud.

1446 D: They’re too proud. They’ll not run lookin for benefits. We’ve

1447 a woman who can do all the benefits that (.) there’s not. I think

1448 she’s one person.

1449 1: Yea

1450 D: Over all the years comin here lookin for benefits. (.) That’s

1451 the sort of people down here. They’ll not run (.) they think

1452 they’re takin it off the state. You know, and that’s why they

1453 don’t do it.

1454 I: Yea

1455 D: You know. (.) where the other side would take the arm off ya

1456 - and know how to get all the benefits. (.) You know. Our like,

1457 the chapel and all, they know how to get the benefits and all the

1458 rest. Our minister up the road wouldn’t know where the bureau

1459 office was.

1460 B: (laughs)

In the extract we see how D shows dismay that the woman refuses to identify as a 

victim. His reason for dismay is given in his repeated statements regarding the fact 

that her husband had “been shot” (line 1421) and he has “a bullet in him” (lines 

1426, 1438). For D, this is sufficient reason to qualify as a victim. But for some 

reason, the woman prefers to call herself a “survivor”. In line 1436, D gives the 

reason why the woman and her husband didn’t come to the MAST group: “It was the 

thought, she kept sayin to me, ‘We’re not victims.’.” For D, there is a connection 

between identifying as a victim and coming to the group for support. Victimhood is 

in some sense, an acknowledgement of need.

What takes place next in the focus group (line 1441 onwards) is an extensive 

discussion of why this woman chose not to identify as a victim. Not only does the 

identity of victimhood have a rhetorical function in discourse, but the attribution of 

reasons for why people identify as victims or survivors also has a rhetorical function. 

In lines 1441-53, D explains why this woman does not identify as a victim. The 

woman is representative of people in the area and says firstly that the “people down
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here” are “very private” (line 1442). Futhermore, “the people here... don’t go looking 

for things.” This is in contrast to “the other side” (line 1455) who “would take the 

arm off ya” (line 1455).

D has used the woman’s declining of victimhood identity as representative of the 

people of his area. The reason why she does not want to be a victim is because she is 

very private and she does not want to take any benefits. He uses this to show how 

good the people of the area are in contrast to “the other side” (line 1455). This is a 

further evidence of how competitive victimhood is produced in discourse yet here the 

competition is not over victimhood itself, but over how people respond to 

victimhood. It goes further than that insofar as the competition is over how people 

respond to responses to victimhood. Potentially there are infinite opportunities for 

competition and by competing over the morality and dignity of their responses 

victims can show that they are the legitimate and worthy victims.

7.4.7 Legitimation through appeal to categories

Constructing and appealing to different categories allows people to argue a range of 

points regarding victimhood. Here 1 will look at two different ways of using 

categories invoked by metaphors. Firstly, the categories of perpetrator and victim can 

be constructed as mutually exclusive. Secondly, metaphors can be used to construct 

different subcategories of victimhood.

In the MAST focus group, I pursue the question of whether a victim can be a 

perpetrator also. However, the group makes a sharp distinction between the two and 

constructs them as mutually exclusive categories.

Extract 16

168 I: Yea (.) do you think they could be a victim, and a perpetrator?

169 Or...

170 C: No I don’t think they could be a victim, no. But then that’s

171 just me.

172 I: Yea

173 E: Once they did. (0.7) [go out and] (.)

174 C: [Like they]



175 E: [And] bomb somewhere

176 C: [Yea]

177 E: and shoot somebody then they

178 B: They are a [perpetrator]

179 E: [They’re] not a victim anymore like they can’t be

180 a

181 C: You know

182 B: You can only wear one hat

183 E: Yea

184 B: you can’t be both

185 C: You know what 1 mean

When the group discuss the issue of whether a person can be both a victim and a 

perpetrator they are clear in their view that the two identities or roles are 

incompatible. Victimhood is contingent upon maintaining innocence because as E 

argues, "Once they did” (line 173) perform a violent act they are no longer a victim. 

To emphasise her point she stresses that they “can’t” (line 179) be a victim after this. 

To illustrate, B utilises a metaphor of hat-wearing. Being a victim is like wearing a 

hat and being a perpetrator is like wearing a hat. But because you can only wear one 

hat then you cannot be both a victim and a perpetrator. Being one would require you 

to take the other off. The idea that one could cease to be a victim after committing a 

violent act is an unusual one but is entirely consistent with the approach of the group 

which sees a clear distinction between a victim and a perpetrator. This association of 

victimhood with innocence means that even when victims do not explicitly say “we 

are innocent” they effectively make the same claim by closely associating 

victimhood and innocence.

Other groups also use metaphors to construct categories of victims. In the WAVE 

interview, the interviewee uses the metaphor of “pages” to describe the relationship 

between victims and perpetrators and the overlap that sometimes occurs.

Extract 17

457 A: Eh, different, again difference of opinions you know I mean
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of course I I think that the definition that’s in statute at the 

minute which is a very broad definition is is ok 1 mean I I 1 

honestly believe it’s (.) it’s an argument that will take you 

nowhere and go round in circles you know em at the end of the 

day we do have to recognise the fact that you know, that there 

were people, eh (.) that were killed in the conflict (.) em there 

were people that killed them. Eh the people that killed them 

should not be on the same page in terms of their (.) their sense of 

victimhood (.)

1: mhm

A: em so Eve Eve often argued that but that doesn’t mean to say 

that they c- that the relatives of those people (.) shouldn’t get 

help, you know, I think they probably should. At the end of the 

day, if there wasn’t the conflict here, (0.6) those people probably 

wouldn’t have done the things they did you know so and 1 

suppose this becomes really crystal clear for me because of the 

Shankill bombin (.)

I: Yea

A: 1 mean eh (.) [perpetrator A] and [5]. I mean [5] was killed 

planting his own bomb in (inaudible) fishshop em and he was 

killed and lost his life. (0.6) Now (0.5) to try and compare (0.6) 

my wife and [5] (0.6) as both bein victims of the Troubles would 

be an insult to my wife’s memory because (.) he was a 

perpetrator he killed her (.) and she died (.) em but 1 do 

recognise the fact that Mrs [fi] lost her son (.)

1: mhm

A: em in the Troubles and that you know, had he have lived 

elsewhere in the UK, where he wasn’t brought up in the kind of 

environment that he was brought up in to in Northern Ireland eh 

then he probably wouldn’t have committed that, he was a 

murderer, so in that sense, em I recognise his status as a victim, 

(.) but he’s not on the same, (.)

1: Yea
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491 A: page as my wife (.) but (0.7) you know sometimes we need to

492 be less focussed on who did what to who because you never

493 agree on that kind of [stuff]

494 1:

495 [Yea]

496 A: and just recognise the fact that (.) what we have to deal with

497 is what’s been left behind so Mrs [B] needs help (0.5) to help her

498 to come to terms with the death of her son (0.5) in the way that 1

499 need help to help me come to terms with the (.) the death of my

500 wife you know so

Prior to this extract 1 had asked what he and WAVE felt about the legal definition of 

a victim in Northern Ireland. The answer he gives is characterised by some tension. 

On one hand it is futile to argue against the definition because that “will take you 

nowhere” (line 460). On the other hand, there is a conclusion that must be reached 

(“at the end of the day”, line 461) which distinguishes between the person that killed 

and the person that was killed. To manage this tension he uses the metaphor of a 

book in which both people can be victims but are victims in a different way. But how 

can these people be victims?

The interviewee recognises that some perpetrators may be classed as victims because 

if the conflict had not happened, then they probably would not have committed their 

actions. So in some sense they are products of the conflict. He then offers his own 

experience to show how perpetrators and victims can overlap. In doing so, he 

strongly objects to comparing the perpetrator and the victim on a similar level 

because that would be “an insult” to his “wife’s memory”. He does recognise his 

“status as a victim” but “not on the same... page as my wife” (lines 489-91).

Why then, does he argue this? What does it allow him to accomplish? One thing he 

can do is to argue that both he and the perpetrator’s family should receive support 

(lines 496-500). At the conclusion of what he says about the definition of a victim he 

makes his conclusion which is that both he and the mother of the perpetrator who 

killed his wife should receive help to deal with the deaths of their loved ones. This is
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different from the moral arguments of both FAIR and MAST and is more of a 

pragmatic argument: “we have to deal with... what’s been left behind” (line 496-7).

In arguing that both perpetrators and victims can sometimes both be seen as victims, 

the interviewee had to manage the dilemma of how to maintain difference between 

perpetrator and victim. He does this by using the metaphor of “pages” which allows 

for different senses of victimhood while still maintaining the one identity category. 

The unified but diverse category allows him both to argue for help for the 

perpetrator’s mother as well as honouring the memory of his wife.

The ex-prisoner’s group, Coiste, also feel a tension in acknowledging differences 

among victims while arguing for a collective category for them all. They also invoke 

a metaphor but this time one of “purity” - there is a “pure” category of victims.

Extract 18

135 I: Yea cuz the Victims and Survivors order it says that anybody

136 who was physically or psychologically harmed as a result of the

137 [conllict]

138 A: [Yea]

139 I: can be categorised as a [victim.]

140 A: [categorised] as victim like that

141 there. Now in the broad sense do you know what I mean, I was

142 at a conference one time and you know somebody screamed up,

143 “Hold on! How how can you say you’re a victim in comparison

144 to somebody who was blown up in a bomb explosion?” I said, “I

145 I certainly understand that and if it’s an innocent civilian killed,

146 certainly they fall into the pure category.” That’s my own view

147 B: It’s a pure category of of of being being a victim. I see us in a

148 sense we ourselves as a victim of the conflict. I mean you have

149 to look back at my own life growing up and as a second class

150 citizen - and that’s not propaganda,

151 I: Yea

152 A: that’s the Law Lords in the House of Lords deemed that there

153 was institutionalised discrimination. The Law Lords rendered a
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154 decision on the attacks on the civil rights marches, on the army,

155 now we had the Saville report coming out, things like that there,

156 and there’s young people, young man like myself I kind of

157 reacted to that (0.6) So in that sense that was the journey that I

158 travelled through so to my view 1 would say I was a victim of

159 the political conflict

160 I: yea

161 A: of what was wrong in society that uh that there was kinda

162 mitigating circumstances.

163 l:yea

164 A: So in a sense, in the broader sense 1 would see (.) uh certainly

165 in the sense as a former eh political prisoner as a as a victim.

166 I: Yea

167 A: And 1 was- I’m not gonna put myself up on the same

168 parallel with somebody sitting there in a wheelchair

169 1: yea

170 A: that was caught up in an explosion. I wouldn’t do that.

171 1: yea

172 A: Or someone, a mother who probably lost a father or brother

173 or son. Certainly not.

Prior to this extract we had been discussing the legal discrimination faced by ex

prisoners. This led A to say that legally the group were victims because of the law. 

This seemed to be a reference to the statutory definition of a victim which I 

mentioned in line 135. However, having identified as a victim, he is quick to point 

out the tensions in this position and how he resolves it. In line 143, A introduces an 

objector to show that he deals seriously with objections. He responds to the objector 

by saying that he “certainly understand [si that” (145). He resolves the problem by 

proposing a “pure” category of victims who are innocent civilians as well as others 

who are victims “of the conflict.”

From lines 147-162, he offers his explanation for why he is a victim. This is 

characteristic of all victims. Firstly they identify as a victim. Then secondly they
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offer an explanation for why they are a victim. In his explanation he gives a 

disclaimer and clarifies that this is “not propaganda.” To corroborate that point he 

quotes English legal decisions to show that “the other side” as it were, have made 

this point.

A constructs victims with a sense of innocence about them which is why he says in 

line 161-2 that his actions have “kinda mitigating circumstances”. By mitigating his 

guilt, this enables him to have more claim on the label of a victim. Even still, he will 

not place himself “on the same parallel with somebody sitting there in a wheelchair” 

(line 167-8). This distinction between two categories of victims allows the 

interviewee to appear reasonable, thoughtful and sensitive while at the same time 

claiming victimhood. This probably has something to do with the interview dynamic 

in which the interviewers were treated as outgroup members. Towards outgroup 

members, the aim may be to enhance the positive image of the ingroup which is best 

carried out by affirming victimhood but also affirming distinctions in victim-status. 

This kind of ingroup-enhancement is seen most clearly in another extract:

Extract 19

349 A: Yea, no as I said me and A would probably like every

350 other republican we’re humble we’re not gonna compare

351 ourselves to someone who lost someone.

352 B: No no no

In Extract 19, the interviewees identify with “every other republican” and point out 

to the interviewers that they are “humble” and thus will not compare themselves with 

victims who lost someone. The rhetorical goal of positive self-presentation is quite 

clear. Interestingly then, distinctions in victimhood can function rhetorically for a 

number of reasons including positive self-presentation as well as for suggesting that 

the ingroup should receive a priority of attention. In these examples the use of 

categories shows that groups work to construct different categories which allow them 

to legitimate their positions.
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7.4.8 Rhetorical variability (Are Protestant and Catholic victims different?)

In the previous parts of this analysis 1 have argued that victims legitimate their 

definitions of a victim in various ways allowing them to accomplish different 

rhetorical tasks. But to emphasise the rhetorical nature of victimhood discourse 1 

want to point out the variability of victim’s talk. Variability in any type of discourse 

is common and indicates that speakers are not simply expressing a static “attitude” 

but are constantly positioning themselves relative to other viewpoints - sometimes 

even contradicting themselves (Potter & Wetherell, 1987, p. 49). This indicates 

clearly that positions on victimhood are rhetorical and operate to fulfil different 

discursive functions. In the analysis below I consider how speakers handle the issue 

of whether Protestant and Catholic victims are different.

In one section of the MAST focus group (Extract 15), the group argues that 

Protestant and Catholics are different in their approach to victimhood. This emerges 

in a discussion about one woman who calls herself a “survivor” and not a “victim”. 

The group attributes this to her character as a “private” person who represents her 

community’s characteristics by not seeking benefits. In lines 1441-3, D attributes two 

reasons for why this woman does not identify as a victim. Firstly, he takes the 

woman as representative of the population of the area and says firstly that the 

“people down here” are “very private” (line 1442). Secondly, “the people here... 

don't go looking for things.” This is in direct contrast to “the other side” (line 1455) 

who “would take the arm off ya” (line 1455). This may be drawing on broader 

stereotypes of the other community which the speaker then uses to construct 

difference between the communities. But this emphasis on the difference between 

Protestants and Catholics with reference to their victimhood is not always 

maintained. Differences and similarities are invoked for their rhetorical effect. 

Towards the end I asked the group about their involvement with the wider 

community (line 2015). However, the word “community” got taken up as a reference 

to “cross-community” work (line 2024) which initiated a discussion about the 

relationship between Catholics and Protestants in the group. There was a lengthy 

section where the group explain why there are no Catholics (except one partner of a 

member) in the group. One explanation was that it just so happened that the majority 

of deaths in that area had been Protestant which then explains why the group is made 

up of Protestants. Feeling some sense of solidarity with the group, I ventured to
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suggest that the nature of victimhood for Catholics and Protestants was different 

because the two communities were so separated from each other. But this suggestion 

actually encountered some resistance. This seems to be because my comments were 

leading in the direction of saying that the group would not include Catholic victims 

because they were different from Protestants. Or to put it another way, my comments 

seem to be taken as a kind of sectarianism which would reflect badly on the group 

given their efforts to explain that the reason for the lack of Catholics in their group 

was not sectarian. In line 2102, A says, “You know it’s not anything divisive that 

we’re tryin to do.” Again in 2104, i? stresses, “It’s not sectarian.”

Against this backdrop of arguing against sectarian tendencies in the group, my 

comments in Extract 20 are challenged:

Extract 20

2118 1: And the nature

2119 C: [Yea yea yea]

2120 1: [Of the deaths of the Protestant side are different from the

2121 nature of the deaths], even innocent deaths,

2122 A: Yea

2123 1: On the Catholic side (0.9)

2124 A: Hmm (0.8)

2125 C: Hm? (0.5)

2126 I: Even (.) innocent death o- deaths on the Catholic side very

2127 often the nature of them, are different

2128 C: I mean 1 eh like I I I mean (0.9) yes (0.5) well 1 dunno how to

2129 say this like (0.9) certainly there has been Catholics been

2130 murdered (.) you know

2131 I: Yea

2132 C: By loyalists -1 don’t agree with that either you know I don’t

2133 you know I mean (0.8) they are just

2134 A: [Innocent mistaken identity and things]
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2135 C: [They’re just, they’re innocent] just the same as wir you

2136 know (.)

2137 A: Yep (2.1)

2138 1: But that’s (.) different (.)

2139 C: Is it? (0.5)

2140 I: I’m not sayin it’s differ-, but I would feel that that would be

2141 like a different (0.5) kind of victimhood almost? (1.8) Because

2142 Northern Ireland has been so segregated (1.5) Catholic and

2143 Protestant communities have been so different (1.5) and

2144 obviously with the relatives in the Police force

2145 C: I I honestly I don’t know why ...

. 2

While initially, C enthusiastically agrees with what I say by saying “Yea” repeatedly 

throughout line 2119, she stops when it appears that I am going against the anti

sectarian nature of the argument. So after a slightly longer pause at the end of my 

sentence in line 2123, ,4 gives a thoughtful/uncertain “hmm” which seems to indicate 

that she is unsure of what has been said. After another pause, C gives a questioning 

“Hm?” (line 2125). This indicates that the sentence has taken an unexpected turn in 

the overall flow of the argument and she seeks clarification.

After seeking clarification, 1 then repeat my statement in similar language in lines 

2126-7. In response to this, C points out that there are actually Catholics who are 

“just the same are wir you know” (line 2135). To this 1 continue to press my point by 

saying, “But that’s (.) different” (line 2138). However, the only response is, “Is it?” 

This is not an accusatory expression but more of a questioning one which seeks 

explanation for why there is a difference. I try to provide an explanation in lines 

2140-2144 but in 1887, C expresses her lack of understanding as to why there is 

segregation in Northern Ireland. She seems to be implying that the segregation is 

meaningless to some extent. This leads her to explain how she actually has a Catholic 

friend who is also a victim.

2 Meaning, "We are”.
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Extract 21

2160 C: I have a friend who is a Roman Catholic and 1 mean, and a

2161 very very good friend like 1 don’t dis- I would still be, have

2162 friends (.) and he, she is a friend you know really a very good

2163 friend and she’s has gone through (1.0) the same thing as me (.)

2164 you know what I mean. But maybe if she hadn’t have went

2165 through the same thing as me (1.4) we wouldn’t have the same

2166 thing in common if you know what 1 mean.

In Extract 21, C explains that she has a Catholic friend with the same experience of 

victimhood as herself. The fact that they have both had the same experience means 

that they have something in common. Thus, by the use of this personal experience, C 

nullifies my point that the Catholic experience is necessarily different. She then goes 

on to talk about what happened to her friend and her relationship with her friend. She 

reaches her main point beginning at line 1933:

Extract 22

2196 C: But we both (.)

2197 A: You’ve still [lost somebody close!

2198 E: [It’s not because]

2199 C: We both still lost somebody close (.) It’s not a Catholic [and

2200 Protestant thing]

2201 E: [It’s

2202 not a Catholic Protestant thing] it’s the loss

2203 B: It’s the fact that you’ve both lost

2204 C: It’s the fact that we’ve both lost

The conclusion of her argument is that her experience of victimhood could be shared 

with a Catholic (they “both still lost somebody close”, line 2199) and therefore, 

victimhood is “not a Catholic and Protestant thing” (line 2199-2200). At the start of 

this part of the focus group I had suggested that there were significant differences 

between Catholics and Protestants. But this view was not accepted by the group and
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ran counter to their argument that the lack of Catholics in the group was not because 

of sectarianism. Therefore, C argues that her friend serves as a good example of a 

Catholic who was a fellow-victim who had the same experience of victimhood as she 

had. This dismantles my contention that there was a Protestant-Catholic divide in 

victimhood.

But how does this fit with other statements in the group that were sectarian? For 

example, in lines 1455-1458, the group engage in discussing how the difference in 

uptake of benefits in the two communities reflected badly on “the other side”. Why 

does no member of the group dissent from that apparent sectarianism?

1 think the best answer to that question is found in rhetorical variability (Potter & 

Wetherell, 1987, p. 49). This variability comes about because rhetorical contexts 

change and with those changes comes the need to argue differently. In some 

contexts, the group argue in a sectarian way to show the noble nature of the 

Protestant people. In other contexts, the group argue for a similarity of experience 

between Protestants and Catholics to show that the group is not sectarian. Either way, 

the group is rhetorically motivated to present themselves and their group in a good 

light. Sometimes that requires seemingly opposing strategies. While the blurring of 

group distinctions above might have been expected to elicit distinctiveness threat 

(Jetten, Spears, & Manstead, 1997) it seems that efforts to maintain or erase 

distinctiveness are rhetorically motivated.

7.4.9 Rhetorical variability (Should there be an hierarchy of victims?)

Another illustration of variability comes from the Ballymurphy focus group in which 

there is a tension between acknowledging all victims and arguing that some victims 

merit special attention. After talking at length about how different victims are treated 

differently and how victims of state violence are neglected, I raised the question of 

the definition of a victim in line 1129. This leads E to respond in line 1132 that 

“Everybody’s a victim.”

Extract 23

1124 I: Yea (1.6) Another thing that leads to differences in the way

1125 victims is (.) victims are treated as you mentioned was, the
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definition of a victim, and some Unionist politicians have got 

this definition of a victim which almost excludes anybody that 

wasn’t harmed by the IRA (1.5) em (1.1) how do you feel about 

the way definitions of victims have been treated?

A: We we believe that any victims, as I says earlier on, (.) any 

victims (1.2)

E: Everybody’s a [victim]

A: [Everybody] (.) Everybody’s a victim and

everybody’s entitled to truth and everybody’s entitled to justice 

no matter who you are 

1: Yea

E: But there’s-You can’t have an (.) an hierarchy of victims 

I: Yea

E: you just can’t it’s just impossible because at the end of the 

day, you find a lot of these people, (.) like you take the killings 

in Ballymurphy,

1: Yea

E: it was probably the biggest thing for the IRA. The people 

probably joined because their neighbours and there were getting 

gunned down and murdered 

I: Yep

E: and they felt powerless. Same in an- in any area, probably the 

Protestant community as well, some of thems took up arms 

because they felt the Catholics were (.) trying to murder their 

loved ones. And that’s just the way it is. And you can’t, you 

can’t hold their families to ransom because of what they done as 

well 

I: Yep

E: Because at the end of the day, if (0.5) an IRA man or a UVF 

man was shot dead doin something wrong, (0.5) you can’t say to 

their family, “Oh because your (0.7) your son was this or that 

(0.6) you can’t you can’t be a part of this process.” They are a 

part of this process.
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I: Yea

1160 E: Because we all are. We’re all victims of this. This happened

1161 to us.

My question at the start of Extract 23 deliberately sets up the context because it 

identifies “some Unionist politicians” as being responsible for arguing for a 

definition which would be primarily about caring for their own victims. Against this 

backdrop, both A and E say that “everybody” is a victim. Clearly they are not 

referring to everyone in Northern Ireland but seem to be referring to everyone who 

has been harmed - no matter what their side. This leads E to say that “You can’t 

have an (.) an hierarchy of victims” (line 1137). This is a common expression among 

people in Northern Ireland and both sides object to “an hierarchy of victims” for 

various reasons and with various strategies. Following this, E advances her 

explanation for why there cannot be an hierarchy in lines 1139-1161. In line 1154, E 

says that an hierarchy is “impossible” because “at the end of the day...” With this 

latter expression, she aims to draw attention to a state of affairs that will exist 

regardless of which approach is taken. The expression aims to avoid controversy by 

pointing to a common outcome which needs to be considered. The outcome here is 

an epistemic one - “you find a lot of these people” may actually have become 

perpetrators as a result of the victimhood and powerlessness.

E avoids getting bogged down in specific details by using the term “probably” 

frequently in lines 1143-1147. People “probably” joined the IRA because they felt 

powerless and Protestants “probably” did the same sort of thing. She concludes that 

summary of events by saying, “And that’s just the way it is” (line 1150). Those 

words have the same inescapable sense of reality to them as the expression “at the 

end of the day” which together combine to argue that because a lot of people 

probably did this, then we cannot exclude their families from being victims.

One effect of the parallels she draws between the Protestant and Catholics in lines 

1147-50 is that both sides share to some extent in the responsibility for harming each 

other. Consequently in line 1157 she can argue that even those who have had loved 

ones injured as a result of being involved in violence, they too “are part of this
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process”. She can talk about “this” in 1161 as the mutually harming event which 

happened to “us”.

What is the rhetorical function for this inclusivity of victimhood? Because my 

question at the start of the extract was framed in terms of the potential exclusion of 

non-IRA victims, the argument seeks to ensure that this group (the Ballymurphy 

group) is not excluded. In this context the focus is on the similarity of all victims. 

But in another context, the group is happy to argue for an “hierarchy” of sorts even 

though they disavow the name. Towards the end of the focus group G returns to the 

issue of hierarchy.

Extract 24

1446 G: Tm maybe goin back a wee bit on you here, but regarding the

1447 victims things, when there’s a conflict, (0.6) there’s victims on

1448 all sides of it

1449 1: Yea

1450 G: But (.) the thing about the truth and why it needs to be (.) it’s

1451 the innocent victims. (1.0) It’s the innocent victims who are the

1452 real victims like (.) for any man that takes up the gun to fight the

1453 British or (.)

1454 1: mhm

1455 G: so be it a man who takes up a gun to kill a Catholic or

1456 some[thing,]

1457 1:

1458 [Yea]

1459 G: they’re not so much an innocent victim, there’s a thing-

1460 There’s innocent victims and there’s victims who (0.6) choose to

1461 do what they choose to do.

1462 1: Right

1463 G: And all our people were just choosing to look after the next

1464 person, (.) go and check someone’s all right and all that. So

1465 there’s innocent victims and there’s not so innocent ones. But

1466 they’re (.) possibly still victims if you know what I mean - of

1467 the conflict
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1468 1: Yea, and the innocent victims have the (.)

1469 G: Well they should be a hierarchy, if there is, there shouldn’t be

1470 a hierarchy, but if there should be one, the innocent should be

1471 there. (.)

1472 I: Yea

1473 G: That’s that one that should be getting sorted out

1474 1: Yea yea

1475 G: And that’s why forty, and if it takes another forty years, (0.5)

1476 hopefully I'll still be here

In this extract he clarifies that there are victims of “all sides of’ the conflict (line 

1448). This is a kind of disclaimer because he then issues a “but” (line 1450) where 

he goes on to explain that it is “the innocent victims who are the real victims like” 

(line 1451-2). Thus a distinction is made between “real” victims and some other kind 

of victims who are not as real. However, unlike the Unionist groups, there seems to 

be an unspoken norm which ensures that he cannot dismiss the victimhood of others. 

He can only create different types of victims. So in lines 1460-1 he explains that 

there are “innocent victims” and victims who “choose” to engage in violence. These 

latter type are “possibly still victims” (line 1466) but only “of the conflict” (line 

1467). Thus there are “innocent victims” and “victims of the conflict”.

Again in line 1469 we have a disclaimer where he disavows the use of a hierarchy of 

victims. But if there should be one, the innocent should be at the top. This is an 

unusual kind of argument because it relies on a hypothetical future which does not 

exist nor does he suggest that it should exist. Rather, he says that if\\. should exist. 

The use of such conditional expressions safeguards him from making a hierarchy of 

victims but still enables him to hypothetically construct one. The reason why he 

argues this is because, as he says in line 1473, innocent victims are the ones who 

“should be getting sorted out”.

This extract points out that even when the terminology of “victim” is used 

inclusively, it does not eliminate difference or the potential for difference to be used 

as a way of dividing victims into different levels or different types. One group of 

victims can still be singled out as needing attention more than other victims - in this
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case, the innocent victims. In both of these examples from the Ballymurphy group I 

have argued that rhetorical variability is evidenced in both the denial and 

hypothetical affirmation of a hierarchy of victims. The context in each situation leads 

the group to argue differently.

7.5 Discussion

We started this chapter looking at the question of who a victim is and how they are 

legitimated. Along the way we have seen that constructions of a victim vary from 

group to group according to a range of ways of legitimating who the victim is. The 

different ways of legitimating a definition of a victim were used rhetorically to 

accomplish certain tasks in the interaction. We also saw that different contexts 

allowed the speakers to vary how they talked about victimhood. A brief summary of 

the findings will help to draw this together.

Victims often appealed to experience to legitimate their victimhood. Because 

experience is a personal affair it is difficult to challenge and provides a strong 

rhetorical basis for claiming victimhood. It also allows victims to compare 

themselves with other victims and exclude others from the category of “victim” who 

have not shared comparable experiences. Narrative identity (Ezzy, 1998) as seen here 

cannot merely be understood in terms of sense-making but must be seen as 

rhetorical. Indirect victims also lay claim to the experience of personal loss to 

legitimate their victimhood. This can be a rhetorical way of indicating that the 

speaker will not forget the past.

Personal feelings are used to legitimate a person’s definition of a victim. If someone 

else proposes a definition which "hurts” the speaker, that definition is bad in some 

sense. This feeling of “hurt” is difficult to contest since it is personal (Wiggins & 

Potter, 2003). Also, the use of “personal opinion” can function as a way of denying 

being categorised as part of a group to which you deny membership. Having 

category entitlement (Potter & Hepburn, 2008) means that you can object when 

people say that you are “the same” as other people - people you do not believe to be 

victims.

Moral legitimation is common among victims. The use of morality is used to argue 

for a distinction between the innocent victim and the guilty perpetrator. Some victims
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make much of their morality for refusing to change their stance away from their 

firmly held view. Others make victimhood contingent on having an appropriate 

moral stance towards violence. This allows victims to exclude certain people from 

being victims. By linking victimhood so closely with innocence, this means that 

often people do not need to say, “We are innocent”. Often it is sufficient to claim 

victimhood since this is recognised as a claim of innocence. This adds support to the 

contention of Noor et al. (2012) that competitive victimhood often arises as a 

consequence of each group striving to appear moral. When the status of “victim” is 

acquired, the connotation of innocence comes with it. This of course, is why some 

victims argue that other people are not true victims and for them the other’s claim of 

victimhood is a evasion of their status as a perpetrator.

Some victims argue that their position on who a victim is is the only rational one. As 

such they cannot change their mind about it because it does not make sense any other 

way. Another position which indicates the compelling nature of a victim’s definition 

is the appeal to the basics of law and order. If one definition is clearly right and 

another is clearly wrong, the definition cannot be changed.

Other victims refer to the personal character of people to legitimate their victimhood. 

Even when some people refuse to identify as “victims” this is a sign that they are 

“private” and modest in that they do not seek attention or benefits.

All the groups make extensive use of categories to legitimate their definitions. For 

some, the categories of perpetrator and victim are mutually exclusive and are like 

“hats” that a person wears - only one can be worn. Others use a metaphor of “pages” 

to show that while all can be victims, all are not on the same “page”. Similarly, one 

group talks about a “pure” category of victims who have been uninvolved civilians 

harmed in the conflict. The use of these metaphors allows these groups to legitimate 

their definitions and respond to interactional situations in which they need to 

distinguish between different victims (and sometimes non-victims).

We concluded by looking at two instances of rhetorical variability: one in which 

victims variably talk about similarity and difference between Protestant and Catholic 

victims, another in which there is variable talk about an “hierarchy” of victims.
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What can be learned from this rather extensive examination of ways of legitimating 

victim-definitions?

Firstly, victimhood is argumentative and oriented to what others are saying or could 

potentially say. In other studies we made this assumption based on reasoning about 

the function of manifestos and newspapers. In this chapter, the function of talking 

about victims in different ways was more empirically evident. We could see when 

participants were responding to each other or when they were varying their positions 

according to contextual demands. This shows that the use of claims to victimhood 

and disputes about the definition of a victim need to be understood as rhetoric in both 

peace psychology and practice.

Secondly, victimhood talk is variable. While I suggest that positions on victimhood 

are more or less stable depending on the speaker, there is always some variability 

depending on the context. Claims about victimhood and about who is the victim 

come from contexts where it is strategic to claim victimhood. This has implications 

for questionnaire research into victimhood where researchers should be very careful 

to acknowledge and investigate the rhetorical situation created in a victimhood 

questionnaire. Some forthcoming research (Cohrs et ah, n.d.) has noted the strategic 

nature of victim-beliefs and is fruitfully examining how even notions such as 

“inclusive victimhood” can be used in strategic ways (e.g. dominant Protestant 

groups associating with dominant Israeli group).

Thirdly, the labels which victims use have rhetorical effects. It has been observed in 

many post-violence situations that not everyone identities as a “victim” and some 

prefer to be known as “survivors” (Bloomfield et ah, 2003, p. 60). It has been 

suggested that this is because the label “victim” defines people in terms of their past 

and makes them appear impotent (Bloomfield et ah, 2003, p. 60). Dillenburger et ah 

(2005) in the context of Northern Ireland have pointed out that the availability of 

resources for “victims” and not for “survivors” may have made the former label more 

desirable. While this may be true, even the use of the term “survivor” can be 

interpreted as a sign of modesty and ingroup morality. Labels are interpreted 

rhetorically and used rhetorically.
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Finally, if the rhetorical nature of victimhood is grasped it becomes clear that there is 

no “solution” to victimhood - it is inherently an argumentative position. This means 

that attempts to generate inclusivity are essentially attempts to reframe victims’ 

arguments in terms of a common argumentative opponent (e.g. “violence”). 

Recently, the common ingroup identification model of intergroup contact has been 

applied to victimhood (Andrighetto et ah, 2012; Shnabel et ah. 2013). As intergroup 

contact theory suggests, this works best when there is a common goal and equal 

status (Pettigrew, 1998). Rhetorically this makes sense because people become 

united as equals in a common argument with a common opponent. It also explains 

why intergroup contact effects may not be stable over time. In the situation of major 

terrorist attacks, outgroup stereotypes become stronger - perhaps because the 

rhetorical context has changed to focus on a specific “argumentative” opponent from 

the other side (Bar-Tal & Labin, 2001). Framing intergroup contact in terms of 

rhetoric has the potential to clarify the dynamics of such interventions.

In conclusion, this chapter has emphasised that in talking about who is a victim and 

legitimating the answers to that question, victims engage in a rhetorical task which 

has implications for the way we understand victimhood.
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8 Victims arguing about their needs

8.1 Introduction

In the previous chapter I examined how victims constructed and legitimated the 

identity of a victim. We explored how variability in identity-construction pointed 

towards the rhetorical nature of victimhood. When victims spoke of victim-identity, 

they were always trying to accomplish some goal by speaking about victims in a 

certain way. We applied this perspective to theoretical approaches to victimhood 

which saw identity as a key issue and showed how a rhetorical perspective can 

illuminate research in this area. Now we turn to another key strand of victimhood 

research: the needs-based perspective.

The needs-based perspective draws heavily from theories of human needs which are 

based on the work of Maslow (1943). Maslow argued that there was a hierarchy of 

needs extending from physiological needs to needs for safety to needs for love to 

needs for esteem and ultimately, self-actualisation. Etzioni (1968) argues that there is 

a basic set of human needs which have attributes which “are not determined by the 

social structure, cultural patterns, or socialization processes” (p. 871). Other theorists 

have also focussed on the concept of needs (Christie, 2001; Deci & Ryan, 2000). The 

self-determination theory argues that there are three basic psychological needs: 

competence, autonomy and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000). These needs form the 

basis for motivating human behaviour. In contrast to Etzioni (1968), Deci & Ryan 

(2000) argue that there may be cultural variation in the way basic needs are satisfied. 

Thus, for example, the way the need for autonomy and relatedness will be satisfied 

will look different in collectivist and individualist cultures. One example of this is a 

study which showed that in both American and Asian samples, choices imposed by a 

distant other led to the least intrinsic motivation. In the American sample, intrinsic 

motivation was highest for personal decisions but for the Asian sample, intrinsic 

motivation was highest when the decision was made by a trusted ingroup member 

(Iyengar & Lepper, 1999). This research may support the idea that cultural variation 

results in the need for autonomy to be fulfilled in different ways. Likewise, other 

needs may be fulfilled differently in different cultures.

The issue of culture has little relevance in this research beyond making a broader 

point, namely that there is contextual variation in the way needs are expressed and
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satisfied. This may be due to cultural factors but I contend in this chapter that it can 

also be due to rhetorical factors. Language constructs needs within argumentative 

contexts allowing people to formulate arguments about what they “need” and how 

those needs can be met. But how does this apply to the needs of victims more 

specifically? Firstly, we shall consider what some theorists have said about the needs 

of groups and individuals involved in conflict more broadly.

Different theorists suggest different needs and it has been noted that there is little 

consensus on the nature and number of human needs (Christie, 1997). Christie 

(1997) suggests that there are needs for security, identity, well-being and self- 

determination. Kelman (1990) suggests needs for identity, security, dignity and 

justice. Burton suggests identity, recognition, security, food, shelter, safety, 

participation, distributive justice and development (Burton, 1990). Staub (2004) 

suggests security, effectiveness and control, positive identity, positive connection, 

comprehension of reality and autonomy. Clearly there are similarities but overall 

there is little agreement on what constitutes the set of basic human needs. 

Nonetheless, all these theorists see the frustration of human needs to be at the root of 

conflict and their satisfaction as a key element of resolving or managing conflict.

Staub argues that human needs can be a fruitful way of understanding the genesis of 

conflict (Staub. 2003). In some societies, societal conditions are such that basic 

psychological needs are not met which makes violence more likely. So if a society 

causes people to lose their sense of safety or of positive esteem, they may engage in 

destructive behaviours in order to restore their unfulfilled needs (Staub, 1999). 

However, basic needs can be understood, not only at the individual level, but also at 

a collective level. Communities can suffer from the frustration of certain needs and 

through a common social identity members of the group can be motivated to seek 

ways of meeting their frustrated needs (Staub, 2003). Staub (2003, p. 4) 

acknowledges that culture is a key way in which variation in need-fulfilment arises 

but he does not explain in detail how a contextual factor such as culture might 

operate to shape need-fulfilment. He offers some suggestions as to how variation 

might occur. For example, individualism or collectivism might have an effect, 

instrumental behaviours might vary culturally and some authorities might suppress
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the fulfilment of certain needs. Beyond this, the issue of how culture affects need- 

fulfilment is left open.

Despite this acknowledgement of cultural effects, 1 do not think that Staub’s 

acknowledgement goes far enough. Surely the effect of culture will go beyond mere 

shaping of need-fulfilment to the actual shaping of what needs are to the extent that 

needs may be quite different from one culture to another. Furthermore, another key 

contextual factor, the rhetorical context, shapes how needs and their fulfilment are 

constructed. To illustrate this, take the example of the need for “security” which is 

listed by several theorists.

Security refers to the need for humans to avoid situations of fear and to seek 

situations where they are safe from threat and from harm. The need may be fulfilled 

constructively whereby people engage in commonplace behaviours such as building 

walls, installing alarms and installing locks. More broadly, groups can engage in 

security-seeking behaviours such as developing a police force, army or air force. 

However, if the need for security was threatened or harmed by some violent action, 

individuals or a group could arise in violent action to ensure their security. They 

could engage in barricading streets or engaging in arms-races or even in killing the 

oppressor. At the root of all this would be the need for security. Christie (1997) 

explains that it can be difficult to say what is a real security need and what is a 

pretend one. But how can we make such a distinction? This seems to rely on a radical 

disjunction between rhetoric and cognition to the extent that some people may lie 

about their need for security. But such an approach would seem to lack empirical 

support. When a group argues or individuals argue for the fulfilment of their security 

needs there may be more or less apparent genuine need for security, but nonetheless, 

they are constructing a need for security that should not be taken at face-value if we 

are to understand how the need for security is constructed and used. Indeed, Newman 

(2001) points out that security is a social constructed reality that takes different forms 

in different contexts. Security can be understood in terms of basic human needs, 

social welfare or in terms of terrorism. Different discourses of “security” construct 

the idea in different ways. What I suggest is that the “need” for security is 

constructed within a particular rhetorical context to accomplish specific rhetorical 

goals for the speaker which may have material and psychological effects.
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Moving on from needs relating to conflict more generally, let us consider the needs 

of victims in particular. Before and during conflict, people may be denied their sense 

of security, positive identity, autonomy or some other need. Thus people may 

identify as being victims because of this state of affairs. There are also needs which 

continue after the conflict has subsided. In other words, the victims may have a 

restored sense of security, but perhaps their positive identity has been denied because 

they have been assigned responsibility for their tragedy. Or perhaps they feel the new 

need for remembrance - if we can call it a need.

On the basis of this understanding of frustrated needs, Shnabel & Nadler (2008) 

argue that satisfying the psychological and emotional needs of the victims and 

perpetrators is vital for reconciliation. They argue that after conflict, victims need 

empowerment and perpetrators need positive moral image. Thus when a perpetrator 

apologises, the victim is placed in a position of power whereby they can either accept 

or reject the apology. At the same time, the victim can extend forgiveness which 

restores the moral image of the perpetrator. Thus apology can be a social exchange of 

need-gratification (Nadler & Shnabel, 2008).

Noor et al. (2012) have extended this needs-based understanding of victimhood to 

the concept of competitive victimhood. Clearly, groups are motivated towards 

competitive victimhood judging by the prevalence of competition over victimhood in 

many contexts. But what motivates the desire to compete over victimhood? What 

motivates groups to say that they have suffered more than the other group? Noor et 

al. (2012) suggest that there may be different motives for perpetrators and victims. 

Victims have lost power, control, autonomy, competence and respect. Perpetrators 

have lost their moral image. In competing over victimhood, perpetrators may identify 

as victims in order to gain moral acceptance and victims may identify as such in 

order to gain empowerment through the public recognition of their victimhood.

In many situations, there is not a clear distinction between the victim and the 

perpetrator. Often both sides are involved in both perpetrating and being victims of 

violent acts. In acknowledgement of this, SimanTov-Nachlieli, Shnabel, & Nadler 

(2013) explain that both sides may experience threats to their moral image and 

agency/power. They also suggest that these needs may be hierarchical and groups 

may seek to fulfil the need for agency before they seek to fulfil the need for positive
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moral image. This arrangement of needs may also be affected by the context. During 

times of conflict, the need for agency may be stronger than the need for positive 

moral image.

Again, 1 do not wish to dispute the general point of this research which 1 find 

persuasive. However, it neglects the role of language which I have argued is very 

important. Broader discourses within society will shape the needs which are felt and 

expressed. Consequently, the discourses in society about who is a victim and who is 

a perpetrator and the nature of both will shape the needs which are constructed (or 

denied) for both. Furthermore, particularly in regard to the needs of victims, micro

level contexts are relevant. In a conversation, one might accuse a certain group (or 

individual) or being a perpetrator. In such a context, a “need” arises to restore your 

moral image. On the other hand, someone might suggest you are a victim and are 

helpless. You may then feel the necessity to argue that as a victim you have the right 

to decide what should happen to the perpetrators and so fulfil your need for 

empowerment. The “need” in both cases is a rhetorical one and is defined by the 

rhetorical context.

Empirically, this could be demonstrated by observing how groups or individuals 

respond when different identity-aspects are made salient. If a person’s legitimacy as 

a victim is under threat they will feel the need to preserve their moral image. On the 

other hand, if a person’s agency is under threat, they may feel the need to restore it. 

And there may be a host of other rhetorical concerns that would prompt certain 

“needs” to be achieved. Because discourse functions on a number of different levels 

(reacting both to macro and micro-level concerns), speakers may be fulfilling 

“needs” on a number of different levels.

In this introduction 1 have critiqued needs theories on two levels. Firstly, human 

needs theories neglect to recognise that needs are socially constructed. Their 

accepted manner of fulfilment is also socially constructed. Secondly, we have 

observed that needs themselves can sometimes be reconceptualised as rhetorical 

needs rather than emotional needs. These two critiques complement each other. To 

illustrate this, consider the need for security. It is difficult to imagine “security” as a 

rhetorical goal. Consequently, research dealing with the need for security must 

examine how it is constructed as used as a concept to achieve certain ends. However,
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other needs such as "positive identity” can be understood as rhetorical goals because 

without the specific concept being invoked, a positive identity can be rhetorically 

achieved.

In the analysis which follows, I shall explore the concept of needs in victim discourse 

using both critiques. Some “needs” 1 shall observe being fulfilled rhetorically. Other 

needs I shall observe being constructed to fulfil certain goals.

With regards to needs being used to fulfil certain goals, 1 will concentrate on some 

key “needs” raised in the interviews and focus groups. I will begin with the concept 

of “justice” and explore how it is constructed and used rhetorically. I will also 

examine whether justice is a “need” and the socially constructed nature of “needs”. 

The need for “equality” will be examined to see how it functions. We will then look 

at the “need” for financial support and we will critically evaluate the suggestion by 

human needs theorists that “meeting needs” is the way forward for peace-building. 

The rhetorical variability of acceptable need-fulfilment will also be considered in 

relation to the need for sympathy. Storytelling has sometimes been suggested as an 

appropriate way of fulfilling the need for recognition and acknowledgement. But if 

need-fulfilment is socially constructed then the response of the victim will be 

determinative in deciding whether it is an appropriate way of need-fulfilment. So the 

dilemma of storytelling will be discussed. Drawing to a close we will examine the 

function of some needs to block peacebuilding and will critique the assumption that 

need-fulfilment is always positive. Finally, the idea of needs as sometimes being 

rhetorical concepts will be analysed in relation to agency and positive moral identity.

In all of this, I aim to show that needs are social constructed. They are socially 

constructed with a view to accomplishing rhetorical tasks. Their fulfilment is socially 

constructed. Finally, they can sometimes be understood as being entirely rhetorical.
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8.2 Method

The method for this study is the same as for Chapter 7. The materials are identical 

(focus groups and interviews). See the method section of Chapter 7 for further 

details.

While the analytic approach was the same, this time 1 was examining needs rather 

than identity. A broad range of needs were identified and their construction was 

examined with a view to seeing how their construction allowed the use of certain 

rhetorical strategies. The ways in which need-fulfilment was constructed was also 

examined in relation to rhetorical effect. In the analysis below I have not listed every 

need or every form of need-fulfilment. The analysis deals instead with key needs or 

forms of need-fulfilment which help to offer a critique on human-needs theories of 

conflict and peacebuilding.

8.3 Analysis

In the following analysis I have selected a range of needs and forms of need- 

fulfilment for analysis with a view to making a discursive and rhetorical critique of 

human-needs approaches to conflict and post-conflict peacebuilding. The needs are 

not exhaustive but form a helpful and instructive sample.

8.3.1 The need for justice

While scholars differ on whether justice is a basic human need, perhaps it could be 

categorised as a subset of the need for “security” of which numerous theorists speak 

of (Taylor, 2003, p. 7). However, some scholars do class justice as a basic human 

need (Lambourne, 2004; Taylor, 2003). Lambourne (2004) states that “justice and 

reconciliation are fundamental to peace-building,” (p.7) and without a “just peace” 

there can be no stable efforts at reconciliation. She goes further and states,

“When people have been wronged they express a desire for justice, which can 

be interpreted as a human need to feel a sense of justice. But what type of 

justice is necessary varies with individual circumstances and predispositions, 

the type of wrong and the local context. To state the obvious, different people 

have different priorities and needs in relation to justice” (p. 8).
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In this extract there are three points that she makes. Firstly, being wronged leads 

people to “express” a desire for justice. This points to a rhetorical activity in which 

people are stating that they want something to occur which they label “justice.” 

Secondly, this can be interpreted as a human need. Thirdly, different people in 

different situations have needs for different types of justice.

Each of these points is significant in the present study. Firstly, the expression of a 

desire for justice points to justice-seeking as a fundamentally rhetorical/discursive 

activity. Secondly, Lambourne interprets justice-seeking as a human need. This too 

needs to be seen as a discursive move by which she establishes that justice must be 

established for peacebuilding to be successful. Thirdly, the variety of ways in which 

justice is seen suggests that justice is constructed in a variety of ways depending on 

both the broader societal context and the more immediate conversational context. 

There are indeed “different priorities” for different people but at least some of these 

priorities must derive from a rhetorical context.

These three points lead to three main issues that can be addressed in the following 

analysis. Firstly, I want to explore how justice is constructed and what is 

accomplished by constructing in certain ways. Secondly, I want to explore how 

justice is constructed as being compelling or not and the effects of this aspect of 

construction. Thirdly, 1 want to examine how situational factors affect the expression 

of justice-demands in the flow of conversation.

8.3.1.1 How is justice defined?

8.3.1.1.1 Justice is antithetical to the peace process (FAIR)

In the focus group with FAIR, the group suggest that if justice is implemented, then 

there would be no peace process:

Extract 1 - FAIR focus group

792 A: we’re being held backward

793 D: yea

794 B: yea because truth and justice is not what will (1.7) move the

795 peace process on (.)

796 D: No
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797 B: And it’s the one thing that will actually (.) [damage]

798 D: [hold it back (.) yea]

799 B: damage the peace process because if the truth came out (0.8)

800 and then justice was put in (.) into effect (1.0) you would not

801 have the peace process. (1.1) But we we we as a community

802 (0.8) are principled and we believe that truth and justice are

803 more important (0.7) than anything else. That’s all we want. All

804 we want is truth and justice.

In this extract we see justice being constructed and defined. Naturally, the 

“definitions” that occur in discourse are not the equivalent of formal definitions but 

they build ideas together into a kind of definition. As the group talk with each other 

they explain that truth and justice will not “move the peace process on” (794-5). This 

is their explanation for why they have been prevented from seeking truth and justice. 

Their definition of justice is defined in terms of outcomes rather than essence (800) 

for if justice was put into effect, you “would not have the peace process” (800-1).

It is not enough for us to observe merely how justice is constructed because we 

already know that justice is constructed differently (Staub, 2003). We have to ask, 

“What is accomplished or allowed to be accomplished through talking about it in this 

way?” Two effects can be observed of constructing justice in this way. Firstly, by 

constructing justice as antithetical to the peace process, this allows the group to 

derogate the peace process. Secondly, it allows the group to show that they do not 

accept peace at any price. Rather, as a “community” they “are principled”. Thus the 

use of “justice” as a need which is pursued by this group is used to rhetorically 

enhance the positive moral identity of the group. Positive moral identity can be 

understood as a rhetorical need here. The group are motivated to present themselves 

as morally superior compared to anyone who would choose the peace process over 

“justice”. So by elevating the need for “justice” over peace, the group present 

themselves as morally upright. To emphasise their moral uprightness, they show that 

they are modest in their demands: it is “all we want.” They are not asking for 

something unusual or unrealistic. They only want truth and justice.
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8.3.1.1.2 Justice is for the present and the future (FA IR)

Potentially, some people could construct justice as something which God will carry 

out in the future, thus freeing the victim to withhold present justice and forgive the 

perpetrator (Volf, 1996, p. 302). On the other hand, justice can be constructed as 

being required now and in the future as FAIR explain. One member of the group had 

been explaining how he objected to the Roman Catholic practice of confession 

because it meant that they could get a clear conscience very easily. We then moved 

on to discuss whether future justice meant that present justice could be postponed.

Extract 2 - FAIR focus group

1151 1: Does it help you then knowin that while, (.) terrorists might

1152 not get justice now (0.8) that they will have to face justice

1153 eventually? (.)

1154 A: Well personally speaking, not really.

1155 1: No, not really.

1156 A:l want to see it in my lifetime

1157 1: yea

1158 D: mhm (0.7)

1159 B: well 1 think, (.) no, well 1 believe they will get justice but I

1160 want to see it in my lifetime as_ [welll yano

1161 I: [yea]

1162 B: (0.7) eh em (.) and 1 think one of the one the (1.0) one of the

1163 things that really annoys me is that (1.4) and annoys a lot of us

1164 as (E) has just said as we know the people who actually (0.5)

1165 committed the crimes

When A answers the question in line 1154, he explains that “personally speaking”, 

future justice does not help him feel better. The language of personal opinion marks 

out his epistemic entitlement to speak about issues regarding his own feelings about 

the matter. Only he can say whether future justice helps him and personally, it does 

not. What matters for him is that he sees justice in his lifetime. B agrees with this and 

says that while he does believe in future justice, he also says “I want to see it in my
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lifetime as well” (1160). The emphasis of both speakers on present justice is 

constructed as complementary to future justice.

Constructing justice as present and not merely future allows B to continue the 

conversation by pointing out what “really annoys” him and “annoys a lot” of them is 

that they know who committed the crimes. Thus justice is constructed as something 

achievable and simply knowing who the perpetrator is is constructed as a source of 

annoyance.

8.3.1.1.3 Justice is not a two-year sentence (FAIR)

Justice could either be constructed as a nebulous concept or it could be constructed in 

very specific ways. In my interview with a member of FAIR, he chose to construct 

justice in a very specific way. By doing so, he was able to demonstrate that the need 

for justice was perpetual and would not be satisfied under the current arrangements.

Extract 3 (FAIR interview)

793 1: Yea (laugh) So do you feel that the needs of victims have

794 changed over the last (.) thirty years?

795 A: No I don’t think so. I still think they’re the same.

796 I: Yea

797 A: Now, (.) what we started out was, we we were, (0.6) first and

798 foremost, (.) was justice.

799 I: Mhm (0.9)

800 A: Now, (1.1) we we haven’t got justice.

801 I: Yea

802 A: You know and even, even if they caught people for the like of

803 Kingsmills again, (.)

804 I: Yea

805 A: and (.) you know they were convicted (.) All they’d be (.)

806 would be sentenced to would be two years maximum. (.) Now to

807 me that’s not justice.

808 1: Yea

809 A: But that’s that’s how (.) em (.) silly (0.8) you know (.)

810 I: Mm
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811 A: That this country js now (0.6)

812 I: Yea so it’s more just like a rap on the knuckles.

813 A: Yes a rap on the knuckles. As I say you know em (0.9) two

814 years you know (1.8) you know by the time you go through

815 (laugh) all the court procedure you would have your two years

816 done. You’d be walking out

I began by asking if the needs of victims had changed over the years (794). He could 

have focussed on some areas of change but instead he maintained that victims’ needs 

had not changed. This portrays the group as consistent. In 797-8, he explains that 

when the group started, their “first and foremost” need was justice and this need still 

has not been met (800).

Potentially someone could argue that justice could be served in the future if 

perpetrators were caught. However, the interviewee pre-empts this by saying that 

“even if they caught people” (802), they would only get a sentence of “two years 

maximum” (806). Is this justice? Again, the rhetoric of personal opinion is useful and 

he explains that “to me that’s not justice.” Since the victims are the ones who are 

looking for justice, ultimately their construction of justice is the most important one. 

His definition of justice is put beyond dispute by his claim that to him, this isn’t 

justice.

Those who think that two years would be sufficient justice are characterised as 

“silly” (809) and their position is ridiculed. The interviewee extends this ridicule by 

explaining that by the time the court case is finished, the person would be free to 

leave. He punctuates this explanation with a laugh to indicate the ridiculous nature of 

this view.

By constructing justice specifically as not being a two-year sentence, the interviewee 

allows victim needs to be extended indefinitely. He protects this view from criticism 

by emphasising that it is his own view and by positioning the opposite view as being 

worthy of ridicule. The ridicule functions to shut down any further discussion of the 

merits of a two-year sentence.
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These are just three illustrations of what it means to construct justice and use it 

rhetorically. Sometimes a group can construct justice as antithetical to the peace 

process to show that they are morally superior. At other times, justice can be 

constructed as a present need in order to make appeals for justice in the present. At 

still other times, the execution of justice can be ridiculed as inadequate in order to 

stifle discussion about the appropriate form that justice should take in a post-conflict 

society. In all these situations, the expression of the need for justice is rhetorically 

situated and employed to do different tasks.

8.3.1.2 Is justice a “need”

Justice can be constructed to accomplish different tasks. But the idea that justice is a 

“need” is also accomplishing a discursive task. For Lambourne (2004), the idea of 

justice as a “need” means that she can say,

“Consistent with conflict resolution theory’s emphasis on the need to address 

underlying human needs, international interveners need to address the underlying 

causes, as well as the effects, of the broken relationships manifested in violent 

conflicts.” (p. 21, my emphasis)

Notice how she says that international interveners need to address underlying causes. 

This is because if justice is constructed as a need which must be met, then it must be 

addressed. Constructing justice in this way is a discursive move and while what she 

says may be plausible, other people can construct it in different ways with different 

effects. In the following extracts I want to examine how victims themselves tackle 

the issue of how compelling justice is - how “needful” is justice?

8.3.1.2.1 Justice cannot be turned away from (FAIR)

In my discussion with FAIR, they argued that their community was principled and 

thus they valued truth and justice more than the peace process. It was a principled 

rejection of the peace process. Of course, as a group they would have to suffer 

reproach for rejecting the peace process. Nonetheless, they maintain that this is 

necessary:

Extract 4 (FAIR focus group)

804 B: All we want is truth and justice.
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805 A: And I think we we know we know that it’s gonna be a

806 sacrifice to go down that line but you know (.) where do you

807 hold your principles?

808 1: Yea

809 D: Yea

810 A: You can’t just turn away an education from your parents and

811 (0.6) roll over and join the terrorists. (0.6) Maybe generations to

812 come will do when they see how things work. (.)

813 1: Yea (.)

814 A: But we just happen to be that old generation that aren’t

815 prepared to dp that.

816 E: no

In line 805, A picks up on B’s point (966) that their community is principled and he 

rhetorically asks where the principles are to be held. The point is that their rejection 

of the peace process is because they are principled. There is a strong move to present 

the group with a positive moral identity. This is not merely the work of perpetrators. 

Any group or person who challenges some accepted moral system or may be 

perceived to be challenging it must work to present themselves in a positive moral 

light.

Further on (810), A explains why they believe that justice is more important than the 

peace process: “you can’t just turn away an education from your parents.” Firstly, he 

uses the word “can’t” to express the impossibility of choosing the peace process. 

Secondly, this is what he has been taught - “an education”. Thirdly, the issue of 

respect for his parents is invoked when he says that they taught him. To further his 

case, he uses extreme case formulation (Pomerantz, 1986) to suggest that the peace 

process means that they must “roll over and join the terrorists” (811). The very idea 

of joining the peace process is thus cast in the most starkly immoral terms in order to 

castigate it and explain why he cannot leave the pursuit of justice in favour of the 

peace process.

In lines 811-5, A makes a contrast between his generation who cannot forsake justice 

and “generations to come” (684). In doing this he shows that he cannot stop change
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taking place. Rather, his own morality prevents him from doing it. It is a generational 

constraint - a generation who have higher morals and who are not pragmatists like 

potential generations to come.

So in the extract, justice is constructed as a need of sorts. The exact word “need” is 

not used but the idea of compulsion is used to show that justice is compelled. But it 

is not compelled by a psychological force. Rather, it is compelled by morality which 

has been received by his parents.

8.3.1.2.2 We can 7 move on until justice is done (MAST)

In my focus group with MAST we came to the issue of justice and very strong views 

were expressed:

Extract 5 (MASTfocus group)

1050 D: It’s more or less, let sleepin dogs lie

1051 I: Yea

1052 D: It's time the sleepin dogs was kicked!

1053 I: Yea

1054 A: (mild laugh)

1055 D: And wakened - and wakened big style. Cuz there’s people in

1056 government as terrorists they’ve never answered for their crimes.

1057 Them boys need to be answerable for their crimes they shouldn’t

1058 (.) this country will never ever be right until justice has

1059 happened.

1060 A: Mhm

1061 C: It’ll [never be done in our time now]

1062 D: [Never never’ll be right] truth will

1063 prevail and this country will never be right until the truth and

1064 justice has been done.

1065 I: Yea

1066 D: And then we can move on. But we can’t move on. And we’ll

1067 never (.) My mother and father both died (.) of broken hearts (.)

1068 1: Yea

1069 D: Over what happened. They never got justice. And it’s twenty
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1070 five years now next month. We haven’t got justice but by

1071 dammit we’re not we’re not quittin

1072 C: Same with us

1073 D: We’re gonna keep fighting, you know

D was adamant that the laissez-faire attitude of the government needed to stop. He 

expresses this by saying that it was time “the sleepin dogs was kicked” (1052). This 

is a reference to the people in government who had been involved in crimes and 

according to D, “Them boys need to be answerable for their crimes” (1057). There 

are two reasons why justice is a “need” for MAST.

The first reason is that “this country will never ever be right until justice has 

happened” (1058-9). The need for justice is not constructed on the basis of 

psychological need but on the basis of the need of the country to “be right”. This 

vagueness surrounding what it means to “be right” serves to enforce his argument 

because there is very little specific that can be contested.

The second reason is that “we can’t move on” (1066). Again, there is considerable 

ambiguity surrounding the term “move on” which serves as a catch-all term for the 

general malaise of victimhood which is the opposite of “moving on.” This ambiguity 

again hinders anyone from contesting his argument. So “justice” is constructed as a 

need which, if it is not fulfilled, prevents the victims from moving on. D then 

furnishes an example of what happens when the need for justice is not fulfilled: “my 

mother and father both died (.) of broken hearts (.)” (1067). Dying of a broken heart 

is the consequence of the unfulfilled need for justice.

Clearly then, D is engaging is vigorous rhetorical work when he constructs justice as 

a need. It is a need for society to “be right” and it is a need for victims to “move on.” 

Because of this, he is then motivated to say “by dammit, we’re not, we’re not quittin” 

(1071) in the pursuit of justice. The construction of the necessity of justice calls for a 

response from the others who concur with him and C begins to explain how her 

family suffered because they had no justice. A also begins to explain the need for 

justice. And so the group reminds itself of the need to pursue justice.
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8.3.1.2.3 Justice is a choice (WA VE)

In my interview with one of the leaders of the WAVE group, I received quite a 

different perspective on the “need” for justice.

Extract 6 (WA VE interview)

385 I: Yea no the reason why I ask is cuz I was with a group um

386 (1.4) a few weeks ago and they were talkin about, (.) they’re not

387 bein listened to because they want justice and they’re very much

388 anti-Good Friday Agreement and (0.6) this is one of their main

389 driving points that what victims really need (.) is justice. (1.6)

390 A: Yea and 1 1 sympathise with that. I mean I do sympathise

391 with that em 1 take it this is on the pro-Union. Protestant side

392 was it yea?

393 1: Yea

394 A: um (0.5) I mean I do sympathise with that but I think at the

395 same time I have to say to them, “Look, you know (1.7) when

396 you say, talk to me about justice, what do you mean? Do you

397 mean that the person that murdered your loved one’s gonna go

398 back and serve (.) a lengthy time in prison?” I mean it is on

399 statute at the minute for people that were convicted of crimes

400 before the Good Friday Agreement that got caught would be

401 servin two years em (0.5) but there hasn’t even been a load of

402 those caught (.) and even people doin two years. So I think the

403 whole justice question has been largely forgotten about and then

404 so people have a choice to make, you know do you keep going

405 on about this or do you simply accept that fact that this is the

406 way it is and and move on?

407 1: yea

408 A: and that’s a hard message to tell and it’s a hard message for

409 me to tell as well because 1 mean I had somebody serve time for

410 my wife’s my wife’s murder, you know, but if you’re sittin there

411 and there’s nobody ever been caught for your loved one’s

412 murder well then (0.9) do you know? Em (0.5) I mean it’s
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difficult so whilst I’ve sympathy. I don’t know that those people 

will ever get the justice they’re lookin for.

Earlier in the conversation I had asked how he felt about victims being so keen on 

pursuing justice. In response, the interviewee explains that he is sympathetic to the 

view that justice is very important and he repeats the word “sympathise” numerous 

times to emphasise it. This positions himself as a thoughtful and attentive listener to 

these concerns.

After this, he imagines a dialogue with some victims and he asks them what they 

mean by justice (396). The construction of justice thus makes a difference to how he 

will respond. In his imaginary dialogue he asks, “Do you mean that the person that 

murdered your loved one’s gonna go back and serve (.) a lengthy time in prison?” 

(397-8). If this is the construction of justice that his interlocutor adopts, he has a 

strong message: “people have a choice” (404). The contrast he posits is stark: do 

people “keep going on about this” (404-5) or do they accept that “this is the way it 

is” and “move on” (405-6). Victims are not compelled to get justice before they can 

“move on”. Victims can choose to accept the facts and “move on”.

In 408, he returns to sympathising with such victims and acknowledges that this is a 

“hard message” (408). In acknowledging that he did get some justice for his wife’s 

murder, he portrays himself as being humble before other victims who have not 

received justice. It is “difficult” to tell them this message. Thus victims are 

constructed as having an inherent authority because of their lack of justice. 

Nonetheless, he says that he does not know whether such victims “will ever get the 

justice” (414) they seek. Because of the elusiveness of such justice, the interviewee 

makes a case that it should be abandoned without stating it so emphatically.

What if academics presented their arguments about justice in terms of “choice” 

rather than “needs” in a similar way to this interviewee? In that case, there is a “hard 

message” for victims. But at the same time, victims are no longer constrained by a 

pursuit validated by academics but they are free to “move on” as this victim has 

done. The language about victims’ needs is never value-free and academics need to 

think through the implications of their words.
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8.3.1.2.4 Justice is an entitlement (Ballymurphy Massacre families)

The construction of whether justice is a need or a choice or something else depends 

on the rhetorical context. During my interview with the Ballymurphy Massacre 

families, 1 raised the issue of the restrictive definition which was adopted by some 

Unionist politicians. The group responded by arguing that all were victims and that 

justice was an entitlement of all.

Extract 7 (Ballymurphy focus group)

1124 I: Yea (1.6) Another thing that leads to differences in the way

1125 victims is (.) victims are treated as you mentioned was, the

1126 definition of a victim, and some Unionist politicians have got

1127 this definition of a victim which almost excludes anybody that

1128 wasn’t harmed by the IRA (1.5) em (1.1) how do you feel about

1129 the way definitions of victims have been treated?

1130 A: We we believe that any victims, as I says earlier on, (.) any

1131 victims (1.2)

1132 E: Everybody’s a [victim]

1133 A: [Everybody] (.) Everybody’s a victim and

1134 everybody’s entitled to truth and everybody’s entitled to justice

1135 no matter who you are

When groups talk about justice, they are always responding to a hypothetical 

interlocutor. For the WAVE interview, the interviewee argues with someone who 

demands justice. The interviewee thus tells them that justice is a choice. In the FAIR 

group, the group argues with those who would suggest that they join the peace 

process and reconcile with the perpetrators. The group respond by saying that they 

must pursue justice because they can’t ignore the education they received from their 

parents. Now in the Ballymurphy group, I set up the context by saying that some 

Unionist politicians have adopted a very exclusive definition of a victim. In response 

they argue that “everybody’s a victim” (1132). This is an unqualified statement 

which would presumably be qualified in another context but here it serves to position 

the group at the maximum distance from any restrictive definition. At this maximally 

distant position, they use this to argue that because everybody’s a victim, then
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“everybody’s entitled to justice no matter who you are” (1134-5). This is based on 

the topos/self-sufficient argument (Wetherell & Potter, 1992) that victimhood 

contains incontestable entitlements. If all are victims, then all are entitled to justice.

In this example, the argument is about equal access to justice. Access is an 

entitlement for all. This emerges in the context of arguing against those who would 

restrict access. Thus access is the key aspect which is threatened and must be argued. 

As I mentioned, other contexts create other threats to the speaker’s position and they 

must respond differently. This leads me to consider the third point: how do 

expressions of justice vary according to rhetorical context?

8.3.1.3 Expressions of justice and rhetorical situations

The variability of discourse is a well-established phenomenon (Potter & Wetherell, 

1987). Consequently, we should expect to find that expressions of demands for 

justice vary according to the context. Here, 1 want to empirically demonstrate that 

what Lambourne (2004) says regarding variability can be understood within a 

framework of rhetorical variability.

8.3.1.3.1 Is justice present or future? (FAIR)

I have already noted above that in the FAIR focus group, justice is constructed as 

present as well as future. In the extracts below I want to show more clearly how this 

variability works. In Extract 8 the participants are engaged in explaining how 

perpetrators will eventually face justice. In the extract the word “justice” is not used 

but the concept of justice is readily apparent. There is no appeal for justice but the 

interviewees argue that perpetrators will face justice.

Extract 8 (FAIR focus group)

1078 A: paid attention to the Crossmaglen area (.) a lot of bombers,

1079 people, gunmen, (0.4) have actually died (0.6) unnatural deaths

1080 even from one farmer where he was out plowin and his tractor

1081 turned over on him and he was killed (0.7) other guys bombs

1082 goinoff(.)

1083 1: mhm (.)

1084 A: and (.) you know if you live by the sword (0.7)
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1085 E: you dje by the sword

1086 A: It will. It'll come back to you

1087 B: you gotta meet your ma.., you know it sounds, I know I’m I

1088 go to my church and all that but you do (.) you do have to meet

1089 your maker and I just hope they meet their maker the way they

1090 are. (0.5) I mean you have the likes of Martin McGuinness who

1091 says he goes to his church every week (0.6) so he does (1.1) You

1092 see that’s the difference between my church, (.) I’m (0.4) I don’t

1093 mind, I’m Church of Ireland I’m an Anglican which is close to

1094 the Roman Catholic Church

1095 I: (laughs)

1096 B: But I can’t go and confess my sins to my minister and he

1097 forgives me. (0.9) So I can’t.

Previously in the discussion, the group had been talking about Lord Patten and had 

complained about his reforms of the policing service. B explains (1065) that 

hopefully God will look down on him and he will get his “comeuppance”. A picks up 

on this religious discourse and in 1079 he points out that many perpetrators have died 

unnatural deaths. Both A and E make reference to a Biblical quotation (Matthew 

26:52) in 1084-5 which reinforces their view that justice will be served on 

perpetrators of violence.

In 1089-90, B says that he hopes the perpetrators meet God (their maker) “the way 

they are”. Presumably he means that he hopes they meet God as guilty in order that 

God will punish them. He then launches into a condemnation of the Roman Catholic 

practice of confession because it absolves perpetrators of their guilt whereas in his 

denomination, there is no system for absolution. Rather, he proclaims his own 

innocence further on: “and to date I can live with my conscience (.) so you haven’t 

done so much wrong in life if you can live with your conscience” (1135).

The fact that the group interact so collaboratively to argue that justice will be served 

to perpetrators shows that they all find this to be an important argument. In one 

sense, the group are arguing that justice will certainly be achieved and that they do 

not need to do anything about it. But at another level, the group are simply using this
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argument to build the case for their own positive moral identity and to lower the 

moral identity of perpetrators. So the argument about justice is used to establish who 

is just and who is unjust and the future consequences for each group.

Having argued that justice will be done, in the next extract, the group argue that 

justice must be done presently.

Extract 9 (FAIR focus group)

151 I: Does it help you then knowin that while, (.) terrorists might

152 not get justice now (0.8) that they will have to face justice

153 eventually? (.)

154 A: Well personally speaking, not really.

155 1: No, not really.

156 A: 1 want to see it in my lifetime

157 I: yea

158 D: mhm (0.7)

159 B: well 1 think, (.) no, well 1 believe they will get justice but I

160 want to see it in mv lifetime as [well] vano

In Extract 9, the group argue that even though justice will be future, they want it to 

be done in the present. In the previous context the group was arguing that justice will 

be done. Now in this context, the argument for justice changes to something that they 

want to see done presently. On what grounds do they argue that justice must be done 

presently? Specifically they are responding to my question, “Does it help you...” 

Their answer is that it does not help them. My question is directed towards personal 

perception and so their answers are framed in terms of personal opinion (“personally 

speaking” (1154), "my lifetime” (1156), “I want to see it” (1159-60)).

While there is nothing contradictory about the two positions on justice expressed 

here, they are nonetheless two distinct positions. Firstly, justice is something which 

will happen in the future. Secondly, justice is something which they want to see 

happening presently. They object to my suggestion that the former can take the place 

of the latter. The effect of this is that they can use both discourses depending on what 

they are trying to accomplish rhetorically.
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8.3.1.3.2 Is justice for the victim or for the perpetrator? (FAIR and Ballymurphy)

While the previous example looked at variability within a group, this example aims 

to look at variability between groups. FAIR and the Ballymurphy victims come from 

very different backgrounds. The former contains victims who were sometimes 

members of the security forces. The latter contains victims whose relatives were 

killed and whose reputations were tarnished by subsequent allegations. 

Consequently, their needs for justice are expressed differently. FAIR is interested in 

justice - defined in terms of making the perpetrators suffer. The Ballymurphy 

families are also interested injustice - defined as putting their loved one’s innocence 

on record.

Extract 10 (FAIR focus group)

1159 B: well 1 think, (.) no, well 1 believe they will get justice but 1

1160 want to see it in my lifetime as Iwelll yano

This extract has already been discussed above but what is important to note is that 

the justice is for the, perpetrators. The perpetrators will “get” justice. This allows B 

to continue his argument by complaining that many victims know who has 

committed crimes but still they are not brought to justice. Again in Extract 11 we see 

a similar expression regarding justice:

Extract 11 (FAIR focus group)

1315 B: they’ve no interest (.) they’ve absolutely no interest. I mean

1316 (.) how can you murder ten men in a minibus, (.) fire a

1317 I: yea

1318 B: and not even have one (0.5) one person brought to justice for

1319 it yano.

This time B uses the expression “brought to justice” (1318). In the context he is 

complaining about the Historical Enquires Team (HET) who have not been able to 

find anyone guilty for the Kingsmill Massacre. In both contexts, B is arguing that
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perpetrators need to be punished for their actions. Thus justice is focussed on the 

perpetrator and its effects on them.

On the other hand, with the Ballymurphy group, justice is often constructed as 

something which is for the victim.

Extract 12 (Ballymurphy Massacre Families)

808 E: but as a mother that’s what she done and she was murdered

809 for it. And her name was blackened. And I feel like ev- all of us

810 here, our loved ones were all completely innocent and their

811 entitled by law and by everything else, they’re entitled to get

812 justice and they’re entitled to get their names cleared. As 1 say,

813 my mummy went out a grandmother and came back a mas- a

814 murderer, she was out shootin at them.

In the Ballymurphy group, because the historical context of victimhood is different, 

the concern is to restore the image of the victim. This historical context (accusation 

of guilt) is a broader discourse which is invoked in the conversation by noting that 

“her name was blackened” (809). Thus the broader discourse is invoked in the 

immediate discourse to draw attention to the threat against the image of the victim. 

Consequently, when the group argues that there should be justice, it often 

supplements it with a clarification such as, “and they’re entitled to get their names 

cleared” (812). The speaker follows this up with a lengthy account of the 

impossibility of her mother being involved in shooting at the soldiers who killed her. 

Justice in this instance is centred on the victim and not the perpetrator.

But even this focus on the victim is variable. In another section the focus is on 

justifying the Bloody Sunday victims, some of whose families wanted to take the 

soldiers to court.

Extract 13 (Ballymurphy Massacre Families)

1191 E: Because their talk now is, “Oh they said they wanted that they

1192 got their apology now they want to take them to court.” Why

1193 not? You’re sittin there now son, I don’t know if your mummy’s
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1194 still here or not, hopefully she is, and the thought of somebody

1195 maybe trying to hurt her

1196 I: Yea

1197 E: would be enough. Everybody’s entitled to justice.

In this context, because the argument is about justifying the Bloody Sunday victims’ 

families, the concept of justice is extended to include the idea of justice against the 

perpetrators. Previously it had been established that victims are entitled to justice 

(1197). Now it is repeated in the context of taking the perpetrators to court. In the 

two situations, the speaker is arguing two different points which requires that justice 

be used in two different ways. However, the concept of justice is broad enough to 

cover both and serves its purpose well in both contexts.

It would be wrong to make a sharp distinction between the Ballymurphy group and 

the FAIR group and say that one argues for justice for the victims and the other 

argues for justice for the perpetrator. However there are differences in the way in 

which justice is used on some occasions at least. This points to the fact that justice is 

a flexible term which can be utilised as a rhetorical tool in different circumstances. It 

is taken as a rhetorical given (self-sufficient argument) for both groups that victims, 

by virtue of their victimhood, have certain rights. One of those rights is “justice”. 

The victims can then claim this right to perform different tasks such as demanding 

that the perpetrator face punishment or demanding that the victims’ reputations are 

restored.

The construction of justice varies according to the historical circumstances of the 

group and the broader discourses surrounding their victimhood (e.g. accusations of 

guilt) and it varies according to micro-context and the rhetorical needs of each step 

of a conversation.

In summary of this section on justice, we have seen that Lambourne’s (2004) 

statements regarding justice can be fruitfully understood and critiqued from a 

discursive perspective. Justice can be constructed in different ways by different 

groups which shows that justice is a need which is expressed. Justice may or may not 

be expressed as a need and this depends on the rhetorical goal. Finally, justice
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expressions vary within and between groups depending on rhetorical goals which are 

a result of various argumentative challenges introduced to the conversation.

8.3.2 The need for equality

Having surveyed a number of issues with regards to the need for justice, 1 will not 

delve into as much detail for other needs to avoid overlap. Rather, my aim is to note 

what theorists have said regarding the particular need and then to show how a 

rhetorical perspective on needs can critique what they say.

Because “equality” can be equality on a range of dimensions, equality is often not 

specifically identified as a basic human need. However, some scholars make 

reference to the need for equality. Staub (2003) points out that many people see 

justice in terms of equality and the experience of inequality or injustice frustrates the 

fulfilment of human needs (p. 3). Thus conflict transformation must address 

inequality in order to ensure that human needs are met. David & Choi (2009) spell 

this out clearly as they suggest that equality is the main area that needs to be 

addressed between victims and perpetrators. They name three ways in which equality 

can be promoted: 1) reparation via compensation, truth-telling or acknowledgement, 

2) punitive retribution, and 3) reconciliation through apology and forgiveness.

This kind of equality discourse is accepted within academia and within the broader 

social world. Indeed, some have noted that equality has become a forceful legal 

argument (Westen, 1982). Because of the acceptability of arguments about 

“equality” we sometimes fail to remember that arguments based on equality or 

inequality are designed to make us do something. Equality is an argumentative 

concept which compares two groups on some dimension and maintains that they 

should be equal on that dimension. Within academia, equality is used to insist on a 

particular form of peace-building. Within other areas of discourse, equality is used to 

insist that some group (often the ingroup) receive the same treatment as another 

group. In the case of post-conflict societies, the argument for equality is often 

nothing more than competitive victimhood (Noor et ah, 2012) extended into a range 

of areas.

In the following analysis I want to show how equality is used as a rhetorical tool in a 

range of contexts. Absolute equality between groups is never possible unless there is
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an absence of difference. Consequently groups can always make arguments about 

equality even after the most strenuous efforts by peace-builders. So even after much 

peace-building in Northern Ireland, there is still much argument about equality.

8.3.2.1 Fighting calls for equality with calls for equality (FAIR)

Because 1 was interested in the way equality arguments functioned, I asked the group 

about their response to groups which said that there was inequality. Would the group 

see the problem with all groups in Northern Ireland claiming inequality? In their 

response, they do not see any problem but attribute negative intentions to the other 

groups. They see the response of the other groups in terms of stake (Potter, 1996, p. 

110) but do not acknowledge any potential problem that poses for their own stake.

Extract 14 (FAIR focus group)

1634 1: um a lot of victims groups talk about the need for equality and

1635 they say there isn’t equality of victims and you get this in groups

1636 which are receiving a lot of money

1637 B: uhhuh (.)
1638 D: yea

1639 i: so how do you react to that sort of thing whenever (0.7) like

1640 basically everybody’s sayin theres not equality? (1.1)

1641 B: when you say equality (.) define what you mean by equality

1642 in that regard (1.1)

1643 I: em, (.) attention, the equal amount of attention (1.6) like,

1644 there’s groups which (0.5) are getting quite a lot of money but

1645 yet they’re sayin we’re not getting enough attention

1646 E: aye they’re too too selfish (.) that’s the problem

1647 B: (laughs)

1648 I: (laughs)

1649 B: well we don’t get any attention [so we don’t]

1650 E: [they they want] want it all

1651 B: we don’t [get any attention (.) yano]

1652 E: [they ask and they get (.) and no matter] what the

1653 IRA has asked for, (.) the Sinn Fein, the whole lot of them ask
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1654 and they’re always looking for something and the other ones get.

1655 “If we don’t get it, it’ll go (choopee)” - that was their attitude.

1656 B:uhuh

1657 1: yea (.)

1658 B: we don’t get any attention whatsoever you know [we’re]

Having asked my question about equality in 1634-6, B responds by seeking 

clarification. This shows that to some extent his answer will be constructed in line 

with the extra information that I will provide. 1 supply the additional information that 

I am speaking about equality of “attention”. In response, E says, “aye they’re too too 

selfish (.) that’s the problem” (1646). Thus the reason attributed for other groups 

asking for more attention is given in terms of their negative intentions. The other 

groups have a stake in asking for more attention and thus it is seen as motivated 

rather than as genuine.

The reason for the laughter in 1647-8 is due to the directness of E in her response. 

The style of the conversation has been quite formal and E’s direct and blunt response 

elicits laughter from B and me. B answers more tactfully by stating as a matter of 

fact that FAIR does not “get any attention” (1649). Rather than directly answering 

the question as to how he responds to the groups who claim to need attention, he 

simply uses an argument for inequality to implicitly claim that FAIR’S claims of 

inequality are genuine even if others are not. Thus his argument is not motivated by 

stake. It is simply true. To emphasise this, he repeats his claim three times. Partly this 

is for emphasis and partly it is because he wants to enlarge on his point but E keeps 

interrupting him.

E elaborates her argument in 1652-1655 by going into more detail about the negative 

intentions of other groups (whom she defines as the IRA). For her, the IRA is so 

demanding that they get whatever they want. Because they can generate a threat, she 

suggests that this is why they have been listened to.

In answering this argument for equality which I posed, the group has resorted to 

responding with an argument for equality. Perhaps if 1 had used an example of a low- 

status group appealing for equality, their argument would have been different. But in
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the presence (rhetorically) of a group which was receiving attention but still appealed 

for attention, the group feels the need to derogate their intentions and to appeal for 

equality for themselves. This appeal is made implicitly through the claim that FAIR 

receives no attention.

This extract shows that calls for equality are competitive. They involve comparison 

with another group and thus, paradoxically, appealing for equality becomes 

competitive.

8.3.2.2 Inequality justifies furth er struggle (Coiste)

As mentioned above, inequality can always be invoked. For Coiste, inequality was 

invoked to justify their continued struggle against oppression. In a sense, it justifies 

their continued existence.

Extract 15 (Coiste dual interview)

206 B: You know 1 mean we, (.) I think we deserve (.) to (.) to have

207 that recognised as as as such as well. Members of our

208 community are no different,

209 1: Yea

210 B: we’re no less people than anyone else from from any other

211 section of of of our community, and as such deserve to to be

212 recognised as such.

213 I: yea

214 B: uh I think one of the big things for all of us is that the you

215 know the the the equality agenda which runs through everything

216 that we’re all about - it’s something that’s still resisted. You still

217 have that old guard

218 I: yea

219 B: of of uh (.) you know society here. Certainly within the civil

220 service and institutions such as that (.) that would see A and

221 myself and the thirty-five or forty thousand (.) prisoners as very

222 much someone who are lesser people. Well (.) certainly not.
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Previously we had been discussing the discrimination that ex-prisoners had faced for 

many years. Thus in line 203-4, B had said that they were “all victims in many 

senses.” In 207-8 then, he argues that members of “our community are no different” 

in that their claim to victimhood should also be recognised. This argument that there 

is no difference is designed to elevate the status of his own community.

The group then characterise themselves as being focussed on equality (215). It “runs 

through everything that we’re all about.” In saying this, the group’s character is 

defined in terms of campaigning for equality. As long as there is inequality, the 

group is justified. To show that inequality still exists, he talks about an “old guard” 

with the civil service and other institutions who seek to discriminate. Thus the past is 

invoked as an aspect of the present in order to identify discrimination. In identifying 

inequality, the group is justified. Furthermore, because “equality” is universally 

recognised as good, the moral identity of the group is elevated by their resistance to 

equality.

In summary, equality is inherently argumentative. Groups invoke equality to justify 

continued struggle against inequality. They also respond to arguments of inequality 

with their own arguments of inequality. And at the end of the day, while efforts will 

be made at reducing inequality on a range of dimensions, inequality can still be 

rhetorically constructed so that groups can continue to justify their existence and 

continue to argue against their opponents.

8.3.3 The need for financial support

David & Choi (2009) argue that financial compensation can be a way of addressing 

imbalances or inequalities between the perpetrator and the victim. Victims of crime 

often state financial compensation or help as a key need (Ten Boom & Kuijpers, 

2012). One handbook on peace-building suggests therefore that, among a range of 

reparation measures, a financial element should be included (Bloomfield et ah, 2003, 

p. 148).

While it may not be a basic psychological need, addressing financial problems may 

help to alleviate basic needs. Also, the provision of compensation may rectify 

imbalances between perpetrators and victims by acknowledging the suffering of the 

victim and thereby meeting the basic need for justice (David & Choi, 2009).
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Drawing on some extract from the focus groups I want to show how that well- 

meaning need-fulfilment such as the provision of financial support can have 

unintended consequences. Firstly, the provision of financial support can add another 

dimension of competition into an already competitive post-conflict environment. 

Secondly, the provision of financial support is constructed as to what it means. 

Victims may see it as fulfilling a need for justice or they may see it as “buying the 

victims off’ - as they do in this case.

8.3.3.1 Competing over financial support (FAIR)

The victims in the FAIR focus group regularly compare themselves to other groups 

and “compete” over a range of issues. One of those issues is financial support:

Extract 16 (FAIR focus group)

380 D: And there’s a memorial to twenty-one IRA men I think -

381 twenty-five maybe is it? IRA men who were who were killed,

382 died in the south Armagh (0.6) eh (0.7) some of them were on

383 hunger strike in the Maze and some of them had been shot by the

384 army and so on. (0.6) But there’s that. And then there’s this

385 whole building it cost - 1 dunno what it cost. Flundreds of

386 thousands anyway

387 A: millions

388 D: probably millions

389 A: It was millions

390 D: to build it. And we (.) funding has been stopped on us here

391 for two years. We’re not getting a penny from the funders (0.4)

392 1: Yea

393 D: in this group here and we’re representing about three

394 thousand (0.6) eh victims around south Armagh. (.)

The group was discussing a centre near them which they identify as belonging to the 

other community. They explain that the centre has a “memorial to twenty-one IRA 

men”. Their main objection to the building is that it cost a lot of money. In 385, D 

gives an initial estimate of “hundreds of thousands” which A expands into “millions”
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(387) which is then reiterated by both. In this short exchange there is an escalation of 

the figure along with escalating confidence in the estimate. Thus D says “probably 

millions” and “A” says “It was millions”. In contrast, the group contrast this large 

figure with their own situation: “funding has been stopped on us here for two years” 

(390-1). To justify their claim to financial support they use numerical figures of their 

own members: they have “three thousand (0.6) eh victims” (393-4).

The use of quantification rhetoric throughout this extract allows the group to use 

“precise and clear-cut” descriptions in contrast to “value judgements” (Potter, 1996, 

p. 191). Clearly they are working to build a persuasive case. For our purposes, what 

is interesting to note is that the use of numerical figures regarding financial support is 

used to compete over rights to funding.

8.3.3.2 Buying the victims off

Not only do victims compete over financial support, but when that financial support 

is labelled as compensation they may not accept it. Previously I have argued that the 

reception of an apology is subject to various group’s construction of various aspects 

of the apology (McNeill et ah, 2013). Similarly, the reception of compensation is 

subject to the construction of that compensation.

Extract 17 (FAIR focus group)

975 B: we opposed what they call the “Eames-Bradley report”

976 whereby they were turnin round and gonna hand twelve - they

977 thought they could buy the victims off by handing them twelve

978 thousand pounds. You know they thought they could buy us off.

979 Twelve thousand pounds!

980 A: yep (0.9)

In a section of the focus group where the group was explaining how they stood for 

truth and justice they started identifying things which they stood against because they 

were unjust. One of those things is identified as the “Eames-Bradley report” (828). 

The report was published in 2009 and contained a range of recommendations on 

dealing with the past (Eames & Bradley, 2009). The report stated: “The suffering of 

families from Northern Ireland and Great Britain should be recognised. The nearest
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relative of someone who died as a result of the conflict in and about Northern 

Ireland, from January 1966, should receive a one-off ex-gratia recognition payment 

of £12,000.” (p. 6).

But however well-intentioned the report may have been, the reception of such a 

“recognition payment” was constructed differently: “they thought they could buy the 

victims off’ (977). In the short extract above, B engages in repetition of the figure 

(“twelve thousand”) in progressively shorter sentences. This has the effect of 

communicating dismay or disbelief as he repeats the figure as though he is bemused. 

Finally, he ends with a very short and emphatic statement: “Twelve thousand 

pounds!” (979).

This mismatch between the construction of the payment by the report and the 

construction of the payment by FAIR points to the complexity of “meeting the 

needs” of victims. FAIR see the payment as an effort to silence the victims by 

offering a token redress for suffering which was inadequate. By refusing the 

payment, they maximise their claim to suffering and avoid the potential for anyone 

saying that victims had received redress for their suffering. Thus they maintain their 

maximal rhetorical effectiveness by refusing to be “bought off’. Perhaps we could 

even say that the need for maintaining their rhetoric of injustice was hierarchically 

higher than the need for compensation and this is why they could refuse the 

compensation.

None of what I have said here is meant to condemn the practice of financial 

compensation. Rather, I want to offer a critical reflection on the challenges 

associated with “meeting needs”. Victims both compete over financial support and 

use the offer of financial support to berate the government. Perhaps this may indicate 

that being a victim and arguing against the other group fulfils a need. Efforts to 

address needs may not be entirely successful because they may be seen as removing 

or reducing the victim’s moral authority to protest injustice and to condemn the other 

side. This may not be the case in every situation but it rules out any suggestion of a 

direct cause-effect relationship between meeting needs and the satisfaction of 

victims.
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8.3.4 The need to sympathise

“Sympathy” is often mentioned as an appropriate response to victims with frustrated 

needs. Expressing sympathy can help to dispel stigmatisation and restore positive 

identity (David & Choi, 2005). Perhaps we could even consider the need for 

sympathy to be a subset of Burton’s “need for recognition” category (Burton, 1990). 

Often conflict arises because a group feels the need for recognition. After conflict 

many victims are in a position where they may feel the need for recognition. One 

way this could be expressed is seeking for sympathy from others who will recognise 

what they suffered and respond in an emotionally appropriate way.

To think about sympathy from a discursive perspective we need to realise that calling 

for sympathy, accepting sympathy and rejecting sympathy are all rhetorically 

significant. Victims could call for sympathy to promote their status as legitimate 

victims. But when people offer sympathy, victims could either reject it or accept it 

depending on which strategy would be most helpful. In the extract below I want to 

consider how victims can either reject or accept sympathy depending on their 

rhetorical goal.

S.3.4.1 Rejecting sympathy (MAST)

In the focus group with MAST the group was talking about the problems they had in 

getting justice. I asked if they had raised these issues with politicians but they told 

me that the politicians were not interested in helping them. This led them to argue 

that even though the politicians express sympathy, they can’t feel sympathy because 

the emotional experiences of the victims are incommensurable.

Extract 18 (MASTfocus group)

994 D: [When we’re in talkin] to them they’re gonna do the world.

995 And that’s the last you hear (.)

996 I: Yea (0.6)

997 D: There’s not a thing

998 A: They certainly meet us and listen to us

999 D: They meet us and listen, and they nod, and they smile

1000 C: “We’ll do this for you we’ll do that for you”

1001 D: “Yes I sympathise with you” and all this auld carry- But I’ll
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1002 be honest with you (1.6) the reason this group (0.5) here ]s goin

1003 so well is because we’ve people on this here-there’s Eleanor has

1004 lost her father. And she knows exactly how I feel

1005 I: Yea

1006 D: How Barbara feels, (1.5) what’s wrong with all these other

1007 places there’s nobody

1008 C: They don’t know that

1009 D: There’s people there (.) there’s people there in jobs and they

1010 haven’t a clue what we’re goin through. They haven't a baldy of

1011 what, how we’re feelin (.) but they think (0.6)

1012 C: They know

1013 D: “1 (.) I can sympathise with you” - They can’t sympathise

1014 with me, with the likes of us. They haven’t a baldy of what

1015 we’re goin through (.)

1016 I: Yea

1017 D: And this is the problem and I think that’s where the whole

1018 thing went wrong. They need to get people in there that knows

1019 exactly what has happened

One of the main goals in this extract is to show that the politicians do not care about 

the victims. The way the group goes about doing this is by constructing the victim 

experience as incommensurable to the extent that the politicians cannot know what 

they have suffered.

In lines 994-1001 the group acknowledges the outward performance of the 

politicians. The group even quotes from the politicians in an imaginary dialogue in 

1000-1. However, this is immediately contrasted in 1003-4 with the other victims in 

the group who know “exactly how 1 feel”.

In 1009-11 the argument is emphasised that non-victims do not have a “clue” what 

the victims are going through. This extreme case formulation (Pomerantz, 1986) 

works to construct an absolute impasse around victim’s feelings. If someone objects 

to this, D and C have a response: “they think” that “they know” (1011-2) but in 

reality, they do not know.
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In 1013-5, D relates this specifically to the issue of sympathy. He quotes people as 

saying that they sympathise with him but he responds by arguing that they “can’t 

sympathise with me” (1013) because of the incommensurable nature of their 

experiences.

In the extract two divisions are constructed. Firstly, there is the division between 

what people say and what people feel. Politicians say the right things and do the 

rights things but they cannot feel the right things. Secondly, there is a division 

between what people think and what people feel. Politicians think they can 

sympathise but they cannot truly feel what victims feel. On the basis of these 

divisions, the group argues that there is a division between victim’s feelings and 

politician’s feelings. Consequently, the sympathy of politicians is rejected.

Rejecting the sympathy of the politicians allows the group to reject the influence of 

politicians on victim’s issues. Only victims know what they have experienced so 

only victims can say what should happen with regards to victims. Perhaps in some 

circumstances the victims would not reject sympathy but because the sympathy is 

coming from a source that are doing things that the victims do not like, the group 

find it rhetorically advantageous to construct victim experiences as beyond the 

possibility of sympathy. That way they can maintain their condemnation of 

politician's treatment of victims.

8.3.4.2 A ccepting sympathy

On the other hand, victims do seek sympathy. But they only do so when it is 

rhetorically advantageous. In the following extract, the group constructs sympathy 

as a possible emotional response to victims but make a distinction between sympathy 

and true understanding. C is talking about her friend who was a Catholic who was 

able to sympathise with her prior to her own experience of victimisation. But after 

her experience she can now truly understand C.

Extract 19 (MASTfocus group)

2223 C: That’s how close (.) you know we were always close before

2224 this thing happened but we were a lot closer since it happened if

2225 you know what I mean
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2226 I: Yea yea

2227 A: [You can understand each other]

2228 C: [She couldn’t un-] I lost my brother first and she

2229 could- you know she was able to sympathise with me

2230 I: Yea (0.5)

2231 C: But then (0.8) you know (.) it was just sympathy (.) you know

2232 what 1 mean but then when she lost (1.2) you know her uncle or,

2233 it was different (.) she could understand then what really 1 was

2234 thinkin and 1 could understand (0.7) you know what I mean (0.9)

2235 her (1.9)

2236 1: Yea (1.2)

2237 C: No the Catholic and Protestant thing was took out of it

In 2223-4, C makes a distinction between before and after her friend’s experience 

which resulted in a “close” relationship becoming “a lot closer”. In 2227, A provides 

the vocabulary to make sense of this distinction - this new experience is when “you 

can understand each other”. Then in 2228-9 C provides the language to describe the 

previous state of closeness: “she was able to sympathise with me”.

Having established the appropriate language, in 2231-2235, C restates the account 

using the chosen vocabulary making distinctions between sympathising and 

understanding.

Finally in line 2237 we see the rhetorical function of establishing common 

experiences between C and her friend: she is trying to show that the group is not 

sectarian and that they find commonality with Catholic victims.

The rhetorical situation has changed between Extracts 18 and 19. In Extract 18, the 

group want to show that there is no commonality between politicians and victims and 

that politicians cannot understand victims. In Extract 19, the group is trying to show 

that there is commonality between Catholic and Protestant victims because they can 

both sympathise and understand. Understanding is a heightened experience but 

sympathy is still useful in show the emotional connection between C and her 

Catholic friend.
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Perhaps there is a real need for victims to receive sympathy. But meeting it is not 

always easy. Victims can argue that sympathy is not possible if they want to argue 

that the sympathiser cannot represent them. On the other hand, it can be 

advantageous to allow sympathy in order to show an emotional connection. 

Fundamentally, the acceptance or dismissal of sympathy is about the acceptance or 

dismissal of shared identity.

8.3.5 Meeting needs through storytelling

According to human needs theories as applied to victims, victims live with felt needs 

after the conflict. The role of peacebuilders is to address those needs and to seek to 

satisfy them. Victims may feel the need for acknowledgement or recognition 

(Shnabel et ah, 2013) and peacebuilding must then seek to find strategies which will 

acknowledge victims’ suffering - such as storytelling (McDougall, 2007). 

Furthermore, victims may feel a need to make sense of reality (Staub, 2004) and this 

may be met through community storytelling (Senehi, 2002). In fact, Senehi (2002) 

suggests that storytelling may work to fulfil a range of needs beyond 

acknowledgement and a sense of reality. These include creating a sense of identity, 

addressing emotions and building a sense of morality.

This stress on the value of storytelling as a peacebuilding tool (Bar-On & Kassem, 

2004; Senehi, 2002) has been taken up by practitioners in Northern Ireland. 

McDougall (2007) wrote that, '‘Storytelling enables people to tell their story and for 

individuals to feel that there is an acknowledgement and recognition of their unique 

experience in the telling of it” (p. 71). The value of storytelling is here framed in 

terms of “acknowledgement” and “recognition” which are needed to help victims. 

Again, the Report of the Consultative Group on the Past (Fames & Bradley, 2009) 

recommended the use of storytelling to “validate” experiences and to function as an 

activity of remembrance.

While some groups have become involved in storytelling initiatives (McDougall, 

2007, p. 71), not all groups respond positively to the concept of “storytelling”. Like 

financial reparation or sympathy, meeting the needs of victims is a complex issue 

which may be resisted by victims. In regard to this 1 want to offer an illustration from 

one group of victims. The use of the illustration will raise concerns that while
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peacebuilders may be well-intentioned, the language they use can be constructed as 

belittling or harmful to victims.

Extract 20 (Ballymurphy Massacre Families)

1267 1: Yea (sigh). What do you think em the way forward for victims

1268 (0.5) nowadays is? Like obviously you’re seekin for truth (0.6)

1269 and justice. What about issues about remembrance, memorials?

1270 (1.0) How important do you think they are? (0.6)

1271 A: (sigh) Owen Patterson says the way of dealing with the past

1272 is to tell stories

1273 C: Story-telling!

1274 ?: (laugh)

1275 ?: Story-telling!

1276 A: That’s that’s what Owen Patterson says how to deal with

1277 past, that was the Secretary of State, (0.6) that’s the way he

1278 wanted it. So the the British state would say about that there,

1279 (0.5) “That that’s the way we deal with the past.” (0.7) eh (.) first

1280 and foremost, (0.7) the state needs owned up to the part they

1281 played (0.7) in the conflict

1282 I: Yea

1283 A: They needed to recogni- (0.6) acknowledge (0.9) the part that

1284 they played and start bein open about it.

The group was discussing the terrible events which led to the Massacre in 

Ballymurphy where their relatives were killed. This led me to sigh and ask about the 

way forward for victims (1267). Their response challenges the neutrality of a concept 

such as “storytelling”.

In 1271, A identifies “Owen Patterson” (the then-Secretary of State for Northern 

Ireland) as saying that the way to deal with the past is “to tell stories.” The word 

“stories” is emphasised to draw out the connotation that stories may or may not be 

true. “Stories” is taken to be a belittling term for the experiences which they have 

recounted to me in the previous part of the focus group.
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To emphasise their derision of this terminology the group laughs to indicate that they 

find the idea of “storytelling” ludicrous. Ancient rhetoricians regarded laughter as the 

most powerful of rhetorical weapons in heaping scorn upon a position (Pulkkinen & 

Rosales, 2008, p. 8). Not only do they laugh but they repeat the term “story-telling” 

in an exclamatory way to further their ridicule.

But why do the group ridicule this concept? In 1278-81, they explain why they object 

to the concept of storytelling. Their objection centres on who is asking for the 

storytelling (a British politician) and the effects of storytelling for the British state. 

The implied effect of storytelling would be to allow the state to be excused from 

owning up to their part in the conflict. Presumably the state would not “tell stories” 

because story-telling implies individuals who tell stories.

Thus the group’s objection to storytelling is based on the constructed effect this 

would have on a higher “need” of the group - the need to call for acknowledgement. 

The group engages in constructing an hierarchy of needs and here they show that the 

need for state-acknowledgement is greater than the need for storytelling. This 

construction of an hierarchy is seen clearly in the next extract also.

Extract 21 (Ballymurphy Massacre Families)

1334 E: And they have made this big (.) horrible thing and it’s never

1335 gonna go away

1336 1: Yea

1337 E: Until they d- learn as John says, open up, tell the truth, that’s

1338 that’s what all people want. We went to Westminster once, (0.7)

1339 me and Alice, and we spoke to MPs there. (0.6) And a

1340 Conservative MP came down to speak to us, (0.5) and he was

1341 asked, it was him who said the story-telling- if that was the case,

1342 we’re all cured!

1343 1: Yea

1344 E: Because we’ve told it a million times! (0.5) But he, we turned

1345 round and says to him, (.) “We just want the truth. Just tell your

1346 soldiers to tell the truth.” (0.6) He says, eh (0.6) “Ah but then,

1347 then yous would prosecute.” Here’s me, “We’ll sign (.) the letter
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1348 stating, if he tells the truth, we will not (0.6) ask for any

1349 charges.” (.) And he says, “Ah but if he says, (0.5) if he says

1350 what you say,” he said, “we have to prosecute him.”

1351 I: [Yea]

1352 E: [“Because] then it was murder.” So he knows, they know

1353 themselves

At this point in the focus group 1 had asked about the needs of victims and whether 

or not those needs had changed. While they acknowledged that some work had been 

done, they say that because the government had created this “big (.) horrible thing”, 

it would “never... go away” (1334-5).

Again in line 1095, E brings up the concept of “storytelling”. E offers a further 

reason why storytelling will not solve the problem: they have told their story “a 

million times” (1341) and “if that was the case, we’re all cured!” (1342). The use of 

quantification rhetoric and extreme case formulation emphasises the uselessness of 

storytelling to solve the needs of victims.

In constructing an hierarchy of needs, E uses the word “just” twice in 1345 to 

construct the highest “want” or need which they have. In the reconstructed dialogue, 

she shows how she is willing to abandon any claim to charges because she is in 

pursuit of “the truth” (1348). Thus the truth is constructed as a higher need than legal 

justice or storytelling.

In these two extracts we can see that storytelling functions discursively and 

rhetorically. If a politician asks for storytelling, this is not an ideologically neutral 

request. The group construct this as being motivated by a desire to evade the truth 

and to evade their responsibility to own up to state crimes. The group also lay claim 

to having engaged in “storytelling” but because it has not “cured” them then they 

dismiss it.

As theorists who choose to use particular language - whether the language of 

“needs” or “storytelling” or some other vocabulary - we must explore the ideological 

effects of language and their potential to be construed as ideologically loaded. 

Potentially the aforementioned British politician could have been using storytelling
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to avoid acknowledgement of crimes. Whether he was doing this or not is to some 

extent is irrelevant because he is constructed by the victims as doing this. If meeting 

the needs of victims is for the sake of the victims, then certain language can be 

constructed as belittling to victims and thus storytelling as meeting the needs of 

victims may be a vain effort. Indeed, the construction of an hierarchy of “needs” or 

“wants” suggests that victims may reject efforts to meet needs which they construct 

as being lower than their main priority.

8.3.6 Need for confidence

Meeting victims’ needs can also be frustrated by the use of “needs” by victims to 

block peacebuilding activities. If security is a basic need (Burton, 1990; Christie, 

1997; Kelman, 1990; Staub, 2004), then victims can use their “need for security” to 

argue that engaging in peace-building is too risky. In fact, one of the gfoups does just 

this. Instead of using the term “security”, they use the term “confidence”.

Extract 22 (MASTfocus group)

2027 I; If you don't mind me asking, why are you not cross-

2028 community? I know we touched on it earlier. (2.5)

2029 A: Well

2030 E: We don’t want to be with them (0.6) like (.) NO NO THAT

2031 SOUNDS BAD!

2032 B, I: (Laugh)

2033 E: WE DON’T WANT TO BE WITH THE PEOPLE THAT

2034 DID IT (.)

2035 A: I think we feel we have (.) enough to do with our own

2036 members and try and get their confidence (0.5)

2037 C: Built (.)

2038 A: Built up. It’s not that we we(h)'re(h) some kind of (0.9)

2039 E:yea

2040 A: (h)righ(h)t-w(h)ing or anything like that it’s just the fact that

2041 we have (0.7) still a long way to go with our own members
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1 had asked the group about their broader community impact. The question was taken 

up as a reference to cross-community work which they state clearly that they are not 

involved in. In 2027 I ask why they are not involved in such work in order to 

understand why they stated their position so strongly. After a long pause in 2028, A 

begins to give an answer which is interrupted by E who says, “We don’t want to be 

with them” (2030). After a short pause she realises that such a statement could be 

construed as being sectarian. She promptly overrides her statement by speaking 

loudly (thus preventing anyone else from speaking) and making a clarification 

statement in lines 2030-1.

Then in 2035-6, A offers an alternative reason for the lack of cross-community work: 

the members of the group lack confidence. The modest language (“I think we feel”) 

places the statement in the realm of personal experience and thus cannot be 

contested. In doing this, A is constructing the needs of victims for victims. Thus 

needs are ascribed by others and not merely expressed by victims themselves.

In 2040-1, A discounts the explanation that they are some kind of right wing group. 

She wants to present the group as caring and non-sectarian. She does this by laughing 

during several words which serves to ridicule the idea that they are right-wing.

Rather than being an extreme group, A constructs the case for rejecting cross

community work solely on the basis of victims’ needs: specifically the need to build 

up their confidence. In this way, needs are used to obstruct a potential avenue for 

peacebuilding. This is not to say that the group should be involved in peacebuilding. 

Rather, this serves as a good example of how constructed needs serve as a reason to 

not be involved in peacebuilding.

8.3.7 Agency and positive moral identity - rhetorical needs

In the introduction I mentioned that the needs of victims can be reconceptualised as 

rhetorical needs. If victims need “empowerment” then this can be understood as 

power within an argument. Or if perpetrators need moral acceptance/positive moral 

identity, then this can be understood as the rhetorical effort to present the group in a 

favourable light.

I also mentioned the way this could be substantiated by empirical evidence. 

Specifically, when the victim identity was salient, then victims would strive to
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achieve rhetorical power. When the perpetrator identity is salient, perpetrators should 

strive to achieve positive moral image.

Providing specific examples for when the victim identity is salient is difficult 

because throughout the focus groups, I treated the victims as victims. So it was a 

regular pattern to see empowering rhetoric being used. The very idea that victimhood 

is an entitlement is rhetorically empowering. In the previous chapter we noticed that 

victims have the power to define who is a victim and who is not. This entitlement is 

empowering. But even the idea that victims have needs which must be met is an 

empowering discourse. When victims speak, they speak powerfully because 

victimhood is a claim to a privileged status - they alone have the right to call for 

justice, to identify their needs and to specify what should happen in the future.

While numerous examples could be adduced to show the rhetorical strength of the 

victim’s position, the following extract is helpful:

Extract 23 (FAIR interview)

271 I: Mhm. So how important do you think it is that victims actually

272 do get listened to by

273 A: It’s very important because if you don’t listen to the actual

274 people that were affected you’ll never learn from your mistakes.

275 I: mhm

276 A: So it’s very important (0.7).

277 I: Yea so you think that (0.7) there’s the potential there (0.5)

278 [for the]

279 A:

280 [Yes]

281 I: Troubles to be played out again if

282 A: Very much so. All you take is some mad faction and sure you

283 even have it now in the continuity, the real IRA, (0.6) they’re

284 doin what the IRA done years ago.

285 1: Mhm

286 A: And (0.6) I believe it’s still the same players (.) you know,

287 just, they’re just wearin a different surt (0.6) you know so (0.8) if



288

274

they (0.6) you know if the politicians forget about the ordinary 

289 innocent victim, well where is their morals? (.) You know (.)

In my question in 271-2 1 make the victim identity salient by asking how important 

he thinks it is that victims are listened to. Following this, he explains that “it’s very 

important” and then offers a justification for this position. The justification is the 

rhetorical empowerment. It answers the question of why victim should not simply be 

forgotten about.

The first argument is that if victims are not listened to (“the actual people that were 

affected”) then “you’ll never learn from your mistakes” (274). Thus victims are 

constructed as needing to be heard. The consequences of not listening are constructed 

as severe - never learning from mistakes. These constructions empower the victim 

because their voice is important and useful.

Because he had mentioned “mistakes” in 274, I asked for clarification in 277-281 as 

to whether he meant that the Troubles could be “played out again.” He responds by 

affirming this in strong terms (“very much so”, 282). This leads to his second 

argument: only a strong morality will prevent a return to violence. But where is this 

morality to be found? It is to be found in listening to the victims because “if the 

politicians forget about the ordinary innocent victim, well where is their morals?” 

(288-9). Morality is constructed as at least partly consisting of listening to the 

victims. The rhetorical strength of victimhood is that the victim can speak as the 

arbitrator of morality because truly moral people will listen to them.

This pattern of the victim being a powerful identity is affirmed again and again 

throughout the interviews and focus groups. This example clearly illustrates how the 

need for empowerment can be understood in a rhetorical way. But empowerment 

ought not to be understood as a satisfied need which cures victimhood. Instead, 

victimhood itself is empowerment and functions as a rhetorical basis for making 

powerful arguments about morality, justice and the future of Northern Ireland.

Having shown how empowerment can be seen rhetorically, I want to consider how 

positive moral identity can be understood rhetorically. If a group has their moral 

image threatened, will they respond by affirming it? For example, the Ballymurphy
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victims’ group is eager to affirm their positive moral identity. This is because their 

relatives had been accused of being perpetrators. There are thus no neat categories of 

victim and perpetrator. Broader societal discourses and micro-level discourses may 

push people to react against threat against either their moral identity or agency. In my 

example of positive moral identity, I will use Coiste - the ex-prisoner group. This 

group regularly engages in strategies to enhance their moral identity. It is difficult to 

pin this down to a threat that I issued against their moral identity. 1 am not aware of 

issuing such an identity-threat. However, broader discourses in society and perhaps 

their own perceptions of my background seem to have issued an identity threat which 

they respond to.

Extract 24 (Coiste dual interview)

210 B: we’re no less people than anyone else from (.) from any other

211 section of of of our community, and as such deserve to to be

212 recognised as such.

213 1: yea

214 B: uh (0.6) I think one of the big things for aH of us (.) is that the

215 you know the the the equality agenda which runs through

216 everything that we’re all about - it’s something that’s still

217 resisted. You still have that, that old guard

218 I: yea

219 B: of of uh (0.9) you know society here. Certainly within the

220 civil service and institutions such as that (.) that would see A and

221 myself and the thirty-five or forty thousand (0.7) prisoners as

222 very much someone who are lesser people. Well (.) certainly not.

223 1: yea

224 B: We’re not accepting that. So that’s what organisations like

225 like our own are about. A, A summed it up (.) really well. I don’t

226 [need to]

227 1: [yea]

228 B: really go over everything again. We, we are active in our

229 communities, we live in our communities, we play (.) an active

230 part, we’re we’re peacebuilders as A rightly described it. (0.7)
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231 When when other people are runnin away from it it’s people like

232 A and many others who are at the [interfaces]

233 I: [Yea]

234 B: of those communities and and you know are working hard, (.)

235 you know privately, often quietly, (0.5) tirelessly behind the

236 scenes. So 1 mean you can’t have it both ways.

In lines 210-1, the logos is stated that they (the ex-prisoners) are no different from 

anyone else in “our community” (the Catholic community). As Billig (1987) has 

pointed out, logoi imply an anti-logoi. Thus the statement they are reacting against is 

an identity threat which would say, “You are different from other people in the 

Catholic community.” This seems to treat them as perpetrators and thus threatens 

their positive moral identity.

In 219-222, the interviewee identifies some who might be using this argument. There 

are some within “the civil services and institutions such as that” who see the ex

prisoners as “lesser people.”

In the face of this threat, B needs to build the positive moral identity of the ex

prisoner community. He does this in 228-236 where he gives a list of positive 

activities that the group is involved in. This is no “three-part list” (Potter, 1996, p. 

196) but the list feature still serves to emphasise "the generality of something”. Thus 

the general impression of this group should be that they are “peacebuilders”. They 

work “tirelessly behind the scenes”. Thus they cannot be both treated as perpetrators 

and as peacebuilders (236).

In this example, the threat to the group’s positive moral identity has led to a response 

where the group seek to build their positive moral identity before me. The need for 

positive identity was a very rhetorical need.

When the victim identity is made salient and the power of the victim is threatened, 

groups tend to respond by arguing for their power and need to be heard. On the other 

hand, when a group’s positive moral identity is threatened, they tend to respond by 

arguing for their morality and usefulness. The needs for agency and moral identity 

can be conceptualised as rhetorical needs.
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8.4 Discussion

The analysis above has raised some crucial issues in relation to human-needs theories 

of conflict and peacebuilding. These issues can be summarised under three headings: 

the language of “needs”, the construction of “needs”, the construction of need- 

fulfilment and needs as rhetoric.

8.4.1 The language of “needs”

Scholars working in “discursive psychology” have engaged for a long time in a 

critique of and respecification of psychology (Edwards, 2005). Rather than 

approaching topics as studies in cognition, they have approached them as studies of 

language. Instead of regarding memory as something cognitive, it can be something 

discursively useful (Edwards & Potter, 1992). Instead of regarding attributions as 

cognitive reasoning, attributions are embedded in language and are a form of social 

action (Edwards & Potter, 1993). Again, attitudes are not merely cognitive - they are 

rhetorical positions (Billig, 1987).

My goal in this chapter has been to offer a critique and respecification of human 

needs theories. The language of “needs” is to be seen as ideologically loaded. It 

implies a particular view of human nature and a particular view about the motivation 

for human life. This chapter has shown that victims can talk about justice as a need 

or as a choice or as an entitlement. Talking about it as a need is rhetorically 

motivated because it demands that justice be provided. Talking about it as a choice 

suggests that it may be set aside for a greater good. Human needs theories talk about 

needs in a way which assumes that these needs must be met. They must be met or 

what? The academic will construct plausible consequences if the needs are not 

fulfilled. Likewise the ordinary person will construct plausible consequences if their 

needs are not met. Either way, the consequences are constructed. Of course they may 

have extra-discursive and material effects. But they are always constructed.

In saying this, I do not intend to dismiss human-needs theories as having no value. 

They do have value. But I suggest that they are far too uncritical in their adoption of 

“needs” language and far too quick to affirm needs as good and legitimate. There is 

as much reason to believe that some “needs” are bad as there is to believe that 

“needs” are inherently good.
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8.4.2 The construction of “needs”

Needs are constructed. Perhaps the scholar constructs the need by means of a careful 

definition. Or perhaps the ordinary person constructs their needs in a casual 

conversation. But both construct human needs. The only way “needs” can be 

recognised is by constructing them. In the chapter, the construction of justice was 

examined. FAIR were very specific about what justice was and what it was not. 

Clearly any other definition (no matter how scholarly) would not be recognised by 

them as “justice”.

The construction of needs serves a rhetorical function. Different groups argue 

differently about justice depending on what function it serves. FAIR were insistent 

that justice was for the perpetrator and involved punishment. On the other hand, the 

Ballymurphy victims talked more about justice for the victim. Both sides were able 

to use their construction of justice to appeal for that need to be met. Those rhetorical 

effects were quite different at times.

What about the effects of the need for equality? FAIR demonstrated that it was a 

rhetorically useful concept because they used inequality to compete with other 

groups who claimed inequality. Coiste also showed that inequality could be used to 

justify the group’s continued existence. It was a rhetorically useful need.

Again, the need for confidence was rhetorically useful. MAST were able to argue 

that because of the need for confidence, their group should avoid cross-community 

work. Aside from the rights or wrongs of that approach, confidence (or the need for 

security) was rhetorically useful.

8.4.3 The construction of need-fulfilment

Christie (1997) explains that peacebuilding should categorically reject power- 

politics. Instead, it should focus on meeting the needs of individuals and groups. In 

fact, not only should we try to meet those needs, but “it behooves peace 

psychologists to invent peaceful means for their satisfaction” (p. 322). But this 

implies that people are simply waiting for the psychologist to come and provide their 

own construct for satisfying certain constructed needs. Not so. In this chapter we 

have observed victims carefully constructed not only their needs, but also their
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means of fulfilment. Furthermore, they are not slow to deride what they regard as 

inappropriate means of fulfilment.

Consider the example of financial support. Surely an ex-gratia payment would be a 

kind gesture of recognition? No. Some victims reject this as “buying the victims off’. 

Their construction of what the need-fulfilment means is more powerful than that of 

the peace-builder. Furthermore, my discussion of this particular issue raises the 

question of whether or not victimhood actually meets more needs for victims when it 

is “unresolved” than when it is resolved. The need to be a victim may be more 

powerful than the need to find resolution as a victim.

Consider also the need for storytelling. Will this help victims gain 

acknowledgement? Not according to the Ballymurphy Massacre victims who argue 

that it is a ploy to evade government acknowledgement of wrongdoing.

Thus the means of fulfilment are as constructed as the needs themselves. 

Psychologists might plan strategies to meet needs but ultimately they are dependent 

on how the recipients construct them.

8.4.4 Needs as rhetoric

Finally, some needs can be considered as purely rhetorical. They do not need to be 

seen as mysterious driving forces within a person’s psyche. Some needs can be 

simply understood as the response to a rhetorical threat. Nadler & Shnabel (2008) 

explain that threats to a person’s basic psychological needs can prompt a defensive 

response. This can be understood in rhetorical terms. A rhetorical threat against the 

identity of a person will issue in a rhetorical response to the threat.

In the chapter we considered how threats to a group’s sense of power (by making 

their victim identity salient) gave rise to a discourse of power which stressed the 

importance and power of the group. We also saw how threat to a group’s moral 

image led to the group responding by emphasising their moral qualities.

It may be helpful to think of conflict and post-conflict situations in rhetorical terms. 

Different groups are arguing with each other. They are motivated to win the 

argument. Consequently they will engage in careful rhetorical strategies depending 

on the rhetorical context to ensure that they have the upper hand in the argument.
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The goal of peace-building may then be conceived as an attempt to get both sides to 

disagree amicably in the hope that their positions will moderate over time through 

the lack of serious rhetorical threat.

In this chapter 1 have sought to show that a rhetorical approach to human needs is 

full of potential for understanding victimhood and for making applications. This 

critique is not intended to dismiss the value of the needs-based perspective. Instead it 

seeks to challenge some uncritical assumptions and to offer a chastened 

understanding of how a needs-based perspective can help.
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9 Discussion

At the beginning of the thesis I asked several questions: What is victimhood? Why 

do people identify as victims? What function does victimhood serve? How can we 

help victims? To those questions we return as we seek to draw conclusions about 

how this research has answered them. And just as at the beginning I emphasised that 

it was the first question that was most fundamental in shaping our view of 

victimhood, I return again to this question: What is victimhood?

9.1 Using a rhetorical perspective to answer fundamental questions about 
victimhood

It is possible to look at this question from various perspectives. Victimhood can be 

looked at as a consciousness (Vollhardt, 2009b) or a set of beliefs (Vollhardt, 2009a) 

or a social identity (Subasic et ah, 2011) - and all these perspectives have merit. But 

one perspective seems to bring them together in a powerful way - victimhood is 

rhetoric. In saying this, I align myself with the discursive turn in social psychology 

which has sought to explain traditional psychological concepts in discursive or 

rhetorical ways (Harre, 2008). But instead of reconceptualising concepts such as 

“emotion” (Edwards, 1999) or “mental states” (Edwards & Potter, 2005) or 

“memory” (Edwards et ah, 1992), I have chosen to look at “victimhood” through the 

lenses of rhetoric. What 1 mean by this is that the language used to talk about 

victimhood should be seen as doing something. In the vein of Austin (1962) who 

argued that language was performative, 1 have argued that talk about victimhood is 

constitutive of that reality. A vicar might pronounce a couple husband and wife - and 

his utterance brings a new reality into existence. Similarly, to call someone a victim 

or to refer to oneself as a victim, brings a new reality into existence. In the first 

instance then, victimhood-talk creates the reality of victimhood and bestows certain 

attributes upon it. In the language of Austin (1962) we might refer to this as the 

“locutionary” aspect of discourse. This refers to how the words are arranged and 

selected to create a discursive representation of something which, in our case, is 

victimhood. But victimhood-talk is also persuasive. Language-in-use is always 

performative in that it seeks to have a variety of effects - such as counteracting other 

positions or trying to persuade listeners (Dasenbrock, 1987). We might use the 

language of Austin (1962) to refer to these as illocutionary effects (the rhetorical 

classification of an utterance) and perlocutionary effects (the external effects of
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victimhood-talk on people). So when people talk about being a victim, they intend to 

counter other positions and persuade people of the reality of their victimhood in 

order to get them to think, feel or act in a certain way. While the cognitive, 

behavioural and emotional effects of victimhood-talk are beyond the remit of this 

thesis, this has allowed us to focus on both the locutionary aspects, illocutionary 

forces and the perlocutionary effects in terms of discourse. Specifically we have 

examined how victimhood-talk functions within the context of arguments about the 

legitimacy of certain victims and the appropriateness of certain ways of dealing with
v

victims.

The rhetorical use of victimhood consists of two aspects which have been studied in 

this thesis. Firstly, considering the locutionary aspect of discourse, victimhood-talk is 

constitutive of the identity and attributes of victims. Secondly, the illocutionary and 

perlocutionary effects are seen when victims engaged in dialogue use their claim to 

victimhood to affect the conversation by persuading or arguing with those who take 

part in it. Considered in this way, the other questions I asked about victimhood can 

all be answered by reference to rhetoric and persuasion. So why do people identify as 

victims? They identify as victims to gain a platform of persuasion. What function 

does it serve? It provides them with a means of persuasion. How can we help 

victims? We can examine what they are trying to persuade us to do. The latter 

question is perhaps more problematic because different victims persuade us to act in 

different ways. Perhaps this is telling also - but more on that shortly. So we see that 

thinking about victimhood as rhetoric opens up a whole new perspective on what 

victimhood is and does. In this discussion I hope to summarise how I have tried to 

answer these questions about victimhood by pointing to how victimhood is 

“performed’' in discourse. But firstly I must deal with a potential objection which I 

have mentioned in the introduction, but now must be dealt with again as I seek to 

summarise this research.

9.2 An objection: A rhetorical perspective minimises the seriousness of 
victimhood

The danger in saying that victimhood is rhetoric is that some will misread me as 

saying that it is “mere rhetoric” and will protest vehemently. If that was what I was 

saying it would be right to protest. But Billig (1989a) has already challenged that
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misconception by pointing out the veritable tradition of rhetorical studies which 

extends back to ancient times. Rhetoric then, is the study of how persuasion is 

enacted through discourse (Condor et ah. 2013, p. 264). Saying that victimhood is 

rhetoric is to claim that when people speak as or for victims, they are aiming to 

persuade others to act, think or feel a certain way. It is not to say that victimhood 

lacks any real basis of deep personal loss and tragedy but rather to say that talking 

about this loss and tragedy are fundamentally persuasive activities geared towards 

affecting the listener in some way.

Some readers will ask, “Why is it important to think about victimhood as rhetoric? Is 

it not rather like analysing a wounded man’s plea for help to see how he can 

persuade someone to help him? And is that not somewhat callous?” Some may 

propose that it would be better to seek to meet the needs of victims and that 

determining their needs is a responsible way of conducting psychological research 

into victimhood. But as I have argued in chapter 8, even the needs of victims are 

rhetorical and as such, are shot through with dilemmas. When some victims want 

prosecution and others want peace and security, what then? Some may then suggest 

that an alternative strategy would be to explore ways of designing interventions to 

increase the togetherness of victims (such as forming an ingroup identity as 

suggested by Shnabel et ah, 2013). In this way, victims would experience a reduction 

in competitiveness and would be more likely to cooperate peacefully. Similarly, 

collective action against injustice can be facilitated by making inclusive social 

identity salient when there is co-victimisation (Subasic et ah, 2011). Perhaps we 

could promote this sense of inclusivity to encourage victims to join in opposition to 

violence in society? There is definite merit in these suggestions but I am interested in 

why victims compete and oppose inclusivity in the first place. Is it because 

victimhood is inherently competitive by virtue of its rhetorical nature? I contend that 

it is and therefore, if we are going to think about managing the problem of 

victimhood, we must carefully ascertain the nature of victimhood. This then is my 

first answer to the question of why it is important to think about victimhood as 

rhetoric - it helps us to understand it better. It follows that understanding it better 

will give us a better grasp of how it needs to be managed. My second response is that 

using the example of a wounded man pleading for help is an inaccurate comparison 

with the situation of victims en masse in Northern Ireland. Corporately, victims have
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not been ignored in Northern Ireland (see Chapter two for details). The recent 

removal of a Ministerial Special Advisor from her role in the Northern Ireland 

Assembly apparently because of the protests of victims indicates that victims have 

power to effect change (BBC, 2012). Corporately then, they are not helpless but 

continue to hold a significant influence despite the fact that individually, many of 

them may continue to suffer. Understanding how this influence occurs is part of the 

rhetorical approach to victimhood.

9.3 What is a victim?

The first question I tried to answer (in Chapter 3) was “What is a victim?” It is 

tempting in research to take an essentialist definition of a victim - or perhaps even a 

dictionary definition (Karlin, 2010, p. 26). More clinically minded researchers might 

define a victim in terms of the psychological trauma they have suffered perhaps even 

using a criterion such as the presence of symptoms of PTSD. But more often than 

not, the idea of a victim is simply assumed and research is conducted without paying 

much, if any attention to how “a victim” is constructed socially. Some researchers 

argue for a conceptual distinction between “collective” and “individual” victimhood 

on the grounds that the latter arises by virtue of group membership (Bar-Tal et ah, 

2009; Goldman, 2008). Undeniably, such a distinction makes sense and produces 

useful theory. Still 1 feel uneasy about such an a priori commitment to a distinction 

unless it is empirically grounded in how people talk about individual and collective 

victimhood. Consequently, in Chapter 3 I devoted some space to discussing the 

distinction between speaking as and speaking for victims. There seemed to be very 

little empirical evidence of people invoking collective victimhood in the data that I 

examined - whether newspapers, political manifestos or interviews. For sure, the 

concept of group suffering may be latent in some of the data - but the word “victim” 

was rarely, if ever used in relation to groups. However, 1 did find that people 

commonly spoke for victims and in this way were able to identify with victims. As I 

studied the newspaper materials I discovered that the referent of “victims” was most 

often the dead rather than the living family members of those who had been killed. 

But under the definition of a victim in Northern Ireland, the dead are not classed as 

victims. Why this discrepancy? I suggested that this can be best explained using the 

discursive concept of “footing” (Potter, 1996, p. 110.122). When people speak, they 

have to avoid the charge of stake. When victims speak, they have to avoid the charge
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that they are motivated by self-interest. Thus some of the victims groups 1 spoke to 

avoid this by claiming that they stand to lose out on financial and social incentives by 

sticking to their definition of a victim. But another strategy (as appears to happen in 

Chapter 3) is to avoid claiming to be a victim. Instead, one can shift footing and 

speakybr victims. This avoids the claim that one stands to gain anything and presents 

the speaker as being motivated by disinterested (in the sense of lacking a vested 

interest) care and compassion.

While I cannot speak for contexts outside Northern Ireland, it seems that the claim to 

victimhood in Northern Ireland has to be carefully balanced to avoid stake claims 

(Whittle & Mueller, 2011) which would challenge the speaker’s motivation to claim 

victimhood. This shows the extent to which victimhood talk is affected by rhetorical 

concerns such as avoiding accusations of vested interest and increasing the 

impression of disinterested care. Consequently, the empirical distinction between 

collective and individual victimhood is blurred since victims can speak as members 

of a larger group and other members of the group can speak of some victims as their 

victims whom they care for. The construction of victimhood takes place within 

specific cultural and historical contexts and this always need to be borne in mind 

rather than assuming the importance of a priori conceptualisations of what 

victimhood is.

This desire to see how victims are socially constructed is one promoted by Bar-Tal et 

al. (2009) who assert, “There is a ‘social construction’ of the sense of victimhood 

that defines the characteristics of ‘victim’” (p. 233). Likewise, the symbolic 

interactionist perspective sees victimhood, not as something which is objectively 

“out there” but something which is defined within society as people assign the label 

of “victim” to themselves and others (Holstein & Miller, 1990). 1 echo these 

assertions and seek to show some ways in which that social construction comes 

about.

For the sake of clarity it is worth noting that the question I am asking at this point is 

not, “Who is a victim?” (a question of entitlement to a pre-existing construction) but 

rather “What is a victim?” I argue that the latter is socially shared among various 

groups whereas the former is contested. In Chapter 3, the victims’ right to be called 

victims is not contested whereas in Chapters 5 and 7 effort is expended to limit the
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boundaries of victimhood to specific sets of people to the exclusion or minimisation 

of the claimed victimhood of others.

Returning to the question of “What is a victim?” I have suggested that one of the 

ways in which victimhood is constructed is through the use of metaphors. I could 

have looked at a variety of other means or “tools” by which victimhood is 

constructed. Some researchers have tried to produce and explore comprehensive lists 

of these tools and refer to the subsequent analysis as “discursive devices analysis” 

(Mueller & Whittle, 2011; Potter, 1996; Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Wetherell & 

Potter, 1992; Whittle, Mueller, & Mangan, 2008). While this is valuable, I have not 

attempted to be as comprehensive in my coverage of the various devices but have 

focussed on metaphors since they are a very common strategy of construction. 

Metaphors pervade every aspect of speech to the extent that it is scarcely possible to 

speak without drawing on some other “conceptual domain” (Lakoff, 1993). Just as 

the power of metaphor has been noted in other domains such as political discourse 

(Charteris-Black, 2005; Ferrari, 2007; Musolff, 2006), everyday talk (Lakoff & 

Johnson, 1980), urban planning (Todoli, 2007), immigration discourse (Charteris- 

Black, 2006) and reconciliatory conversations (Cameron, 2007), that same power can 

be seen in talk about victims. Lakoff (1993) asserts that metaphors in our everyday 

talk structure cognitive representations and provide fixed ways of talking about 

things.

However, merely to talk about construction is a step behind where I want to go. 

While talk about construction may yield interesting findings about how people 

understand victimhood, unless we ask, “What are people doing by constructing 

victimhood in that way?” we are left with rather banal findings. This is why I take a 

rhetorical approach to metaphor which concurs with more pragmatic approaches to 

metaphor (Charteris-Black, 2004) in seeing metaphors as engaging in doing things. 

So yes, they do construction but they also do other activities. The label of “victim” is 

rhetorically functional in that it can, among other things, deflect responsibility, 

assign causes and specify remedies (Holstein & Miller, 1990).

Chapter 3 added to this by positing that the construction of the victim has the 

potential to generate sympathy among an audience, to encourage assistance, to 

emphasise either activity or passivity, to insist upon appropriate ways of talking
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about them and to normalise competition. The chapter also echoed and developed the 

point made above that the construction of the victim can be used to assign causes of 

pain and to specify ways of healing. How were these tasks accomplished? The use of 

metaphors allowed domains such as journeys, suffering and competition to be 

selected for comparison which would evoke desired reactions. For example, injury 

metaphors occurred frequently and people often talked about the suffering of victims 

and their need for healing. This works as an effective way of designating sources of 

pain (thereby encouraging the reader to repudiate them) and designating sources of 

healing (thereby encouraging their use). The expression of physical pain is an 

interactional accomplishment with rhetorical goals (Heath, 1989) and victims can use 

it to discourage any activity which they dislike. At other times, the constructed nature 

of healing masks the potential for apparent cures to be ineffective. A call for 

“healing” may be a search for something which is elusive if appeals to pain continue 

to be rhetorically advantageous.

9.4 Who are the victims?

Moving on from the question of “What is a victim?” in which 1 examined the shared 

ways of talking about victimhood in Northern Ireland, we now approach the issue of 

“Who are the victims?” This is one of the most contested issues in post-conflict 

Northern Ireland and in asking this question I am not trying to offer a definitive 

answer. Instead I am attempting to show how different people construct and justify 

their responses to the question. This is not merely a question which is asked on the 

ground but as I discussed in Chapter 1, academics also seek to formulate their own 

answers to the question and justify it in various ways.

Some academics construct different categories of victimhood such as “direct victim” 

and “secondary victim” and “victim by proxy” (Borer, 2003, p. 1116) to explain how 

different people can be classified as victims while not sharing the same amount of 

suffering. Others refer to perceived victimhood and objective victimhood to explain 

the discrepancy between what they see as legitimate grounds for claiming 

victimhood and the lack of uptake of the label by some people (Cairns et ah, 2003). 

While they acknowledge that it would be feasible to argue that everyone is a victim, 

ultimately this would result in unworkable complexity in trying to address 

victimhood. Thus pragmatism is invoked as a justification for victim-categorisation.
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Furthermore, the distinction between individual and collective victimhood is one 

grounded in the rhetorical exercise of categorisation. Even academics feel the need to 

justify their categorisation of people into different categories of victimhood.

Outside academia, victims and other citizens also engage in various classification 

strategies which they justify in various ways. 1 explored two sources, political 

manifestos (Chapter 5) and conversations with victims (Chapter 7), to see how the 

sources constructed categories of victimhood and justified them. I found that 

different political sources used distinct interpretative repertoires to talk about victims 

even as victims themselves made appeals to various standards or metaphors to justify 

their definition.

Standards of justice, equality and alleviation of suffering were all regularly used in 

political manifestos although differences can be seen in the way they are used by 

different parties. Often these standards mark out distinct interpretative repertoires 

about victimhood. For example, in unionist manifestos, justice is often used as a 

moral standard which emphasises the dimension of innocence and guilt and calls for 

punishment for the guilty. The SDLP also use the standard of justice but construct 

perpetrators more broadly as paramilitaries rather than selecting one side as being 

guilty. This enables them to define victims as belonging to both communities as 

opposed to being primarily in one community.

Victims themselves (in Chapter 7) also felt obliged to offer justification for their 

definitions of a victim. They appealed to past personal experience (which regularly 

falls beyond the bounds of contestability) to show that they have suffered in a 

qualitatively different way from others and thus are distinct from other sufferers. The 

very personal nature of past experience acts as a way of safeguarding their definition 

from objections because it is not a public fact open to scrutiny (Wiggins & Potter, 

2003). Consequently, even indirect victims can talk about their personal loss and 

legitimate their victim status. This can be extended beyond past personal suffering to 

present pain. So if a definition of a victim is proposed which “hurts” the speaker, the 

definition is opposed.

Like the manifestos, appeals to morality are frequently made by victims. Some 

victims oppose the inclusion of some people as victims because they claim they are
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being moral and cannot change their view. Rhetorically, this gives victims a 

justification for excluding some people from being victims. At times victims argue 

that they cannot change their mind about their narrow definition of a victim because 

it is the only rational one or the only one which accords with the basics of law and 

order. These also are ways of justifying the exclusion of some people from being 

victims.

Perhaps one feature regarding victimhood-categorisation discourse that highlighted 

its rhetorical function most keenly was its variability. When talking about who was a 

victim, people were not merely stating a matter of belief (“I am a victim and others 

are not”) but were using it performatively. In Chapter 7 I explored two instances in 

which rhetorical variability occurred. In the first, victims talked variably about the 

similarities and differences between them and Catholic victims. At some times they 

were fellow victims with much the same characteristics yet at other times they were 

markedly different. In the second, the victims maintained both the equality of victims 

and an hierarchy of victims. Both of these moves were adaptive and changed based 

on the context. This finding that people vary their discourse is not new but my aim 

was to show that victims themselves did this and that it provides further evidence for 

a rhetorical approach to victimhood as a whole.

By showing the variety of means and ways of victimhood construction my aim is to 

show that categorisation of victims is always about fulfilling a rhetorical goal 

whether it is peaceful reconciliation or pragmatism or legal retribution. Similarly, the 

justification of those choices is always functional. Perhaps people wish to safeguard 

their status of victimhood by affirming that it is based on personal experience. Or 

perhaps people wish to prevent other definitions by saying that it is hurtful to them. 

Either way, justification of victim categorisation is functional.

9.5 What should be done about victims?

The question of what should be done for victims is one which features prominently 

in most discussions about peacebuilding and reconciliation in post-conflict societies 

(Bloomfield et ah, 2003; Christie et ah, 2001; Hamber, 1998). Various different 

approaches have been suggested by psychologists including the creation of a 

common-ingroup identity for victims (Shnabel et ah, 2013), intergroup contact 

(Andrighetto et ah, 2012), an inclusive construal of victimhood (Vollhardt, 2009a)
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along with a raft of other measures from other disciplines such as story-telling 

(Senehi, 2002), memorials, financial compensation and much more (Bell, 2002; 

David & Choi, 2005; O'Connell. 2005). Not only is this an academic question, it is 

also very much a question discussed within society by politicians, the media and 

laypeople. Each approach comes with a carefully considered justification which is 

argued against other alternatives. In three chapters 1 dealt with how different sources 

tackle the issue of what to do about victims. In Chapter 4 I consider how self- 

sufficient arguments are used in newspapers to justify what should be done. In 

Chapter 6 1 look at a range of strategies used to justify particular treatments of 

victims expressed in political manifestos. Finally, in Chapter 8 I explore the subject 

of human needs, how they relate to victimhood and how they are expressed in the 

conversational discourse of victims. This latter chapter offers a critique of needs- 

based theories of handling victimhood and while I acknowledge the benefits of the 

approach, suggest that a rhetorical perspective might offer a different understanding 

of its potential.

One key “tool” that can be used to argue about what should be done regarding 

victims is the self-sufficient argument. This concept is very similar to that of topoi as 

articulated by Aristotle (Aristotle, 2010) and picked up by critical discourse analysts 

(Reisigl & Wodak, 2009; Zagar, 2010). Alternatively we might refer to it as the 

(major) premise of an argument if we are thinking in terms of a syllogism - or in 

Toulmin’s terms, a warrant (Toulmin, 2003). Whatever we call it, the idea is that 

effective argumentation calls the listener or reader to recognise some common 

ground upon which they can argue for a conclusion. This common ground is one of 

the incontestable or at least, commonly accepted aspects of the argument. 1 linked 

this idea to Billig’s discussion of ideological dilemmas (Billig, 1987; Billig et ah, 

1988) in which he suggests that common-sense is composed of contradictory 

maxims. Evidence of this has been gathered in many areas (Condor, 2011; Condor 

& Gibson, 2007; Towns & Adams, 2009) and we should expect to find evidence of it 

in discussions about victimhood which invoke self-sufficient arguments. This 

illuminates why discussions about victimhood in Northern Ireland frequently result 

in deadlock. Each of the self-sufficient arguments that can be invoked is valid but 

can be countered by equally valid arguments. So we witness a tension between 

appeals to mercy and justice, forgiveness and punishment, and truth and peace. To
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join the debate I challenged the application of some of these principles which, even 

though they seem reasonable, can be challenged by other principles.

The newspapers studied in Chapter 4 often used the self-sufficient argument of truth. 

While this is incontestably valuable it is often countered by dilemmas such as “How 

can we ever know the truth comprehensively?” and “How wide does the truth need to 

spread?” The latter occurs when people argue that while the truth maybe should be 

told, it should be told by the other side also in the belief that this extended truth will 

excuse the apparent guilt of the ingroup by providing a legitimate context for their 

actions. When academics call for “truth-telling” (David & Choi, 2009) they must 

recognise the dilemmatic aspects of appealing for this. At other times the newspapers 

use the premise of justice. Yet even this is contested by the premise of equality 

which argues that justice should be applied equally if at all. When the arguments of 

the newspapers then turn to equality this renders other issues dilemmatic. 

Remembrance becomes dilemmatic because if only one group of victims is 

remembered at a given time, is this inequality? Or if arguments are made for the truth 

to be told about the past, it can be countered by the assertion that this is unequal 

because only one side is being told to tell the truth. More fundamentally, the 

argument for equality can be opposed by the argument of difference (the assertion 

that fundamentally different events should be treated differently). Arguments are also 

made for the alleviation of suffering by listening to their requests but some issues 

may not be in the best interests of society and the victims’ calls for alleviated 

suffering may have to be ignored.

While it is helpful to see that these arguments are subject to numerous dilemmas, I 

must stress that these self-sufficient arguments are tremendously powerful. Some 

approaches to discourse analysis stress the power of these arguments by seeing how 

they influence racism (Baker et ah, 2008; Van Dijk, 2000) but in this research it is 

important to see how they influence discussions about victimhood. Because they are 

so common sense they are very persuasive. But they perform other functions as well. 

In Chapter 5 I point out that the use of self-sufficient arguments has constructive 

potential: both to construct a feeling of what should be done and to present the 

speaker as the one who can identify and satisfy the unfulfilled obligation. In the 

manifestos, different parties talk about the need for equality and this allows them to
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position themselves as the party that will rectify inequality. They also construct a 

sense of deprivation by invoking the premise of inequality (the argument that 

inequality is wrong). This implies that another group is receiving better treatment and 

even though the other may not be named, a sense of deprivation can still be created. 

This is used to motivate people to vote for the party who aim to rectify this 

inequality.

Another discursive tool used to talk about dealing with victims is metaphor. In 

Chapter 5 I explored how political manifestos used metaphors to construct 

approaches to victimhood. One example of this is seen in the language of 

“mechanisms”. As the manifestos talked about peacebuilding, they continually used 

the language of mechanisms: there needs to be a mechanism for truth and justice and 

remembrance. Perhaps intentionally this language echoes the language of academics 

who sometimes use the term in similar contexts (Bell, 2002; Hancock & d’Estree, 

2011). From a critical perspective, such language has ideological implications. This 

is particularly apparent in Northern Ireland where any discussion of how to deal with 

the past is hopelessly entangled in controversy. Thus to speak of a “mechanism of 

truth recovery” is to mask the subjectivities involved in the process of getting people 

to admit to their crimes honestly. Just as critical discourse analysts often point out the 

removal of agents (nominalisation) in discourse to mask agency (Billig, 2008; Van 

Dijk, 2008), in a very similar way the language of “mechanism” masks subjectivity 

and implies an objective process that simply has to be started and everything else 

will fall into place. Political parties seek to use this language to offer hope of what is 

potentially elusive to their audiences and thus to mobilise voters.

Finally, in Chapter 8 we moved to discuss needs-based approaches to victimhood. 

Humans needs theories have been popular in peace psychology (Christie, 1997, 

2006; Christie, Tint, Wagner, & Winter, 2008; Staub, 2003) perhaps because of their 

humanistic emphasis on caring for people. This emphasis is commendable but 

perhaps needs are more problematic than we would like to believe; perhaps needs are 

constructed to promote the advantage of the victim but this is not always a societal 

good nor is it clear that these needs must be fulfilled.

The only way we can talk about needs is by constructing them. As such, it is worth 

examining how victims construct their needs to see how they do this and why they
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invoke them. As I analysed the focus groups and interviews conducted with victims, 

I focussed on needs that were identified by previous researchers so that I could 

observe victims’ constructions and use of the concepts. The victims’ group FAIR, for 

example, were very specific about what “justice” was and was not. This enabled 

them to argue that justice involved punishing the perpetrator. Justice for the 

Ballymurphy victims’ group was different in that it was justice for the victim through 

acknowledgement of their innocence. These different rhetorical goals were enabled 

by different constructions of “justice”. Other groups demonstrated that needs for 

“equality” were rhetorically useful in that it allowed them to compete with other 

groups or by justifying their existence. The need for security was also useful in that 

one group could justify lack of cross-community work because of security fears.

The means of need-fulfilment was also constructed so for example, if it could be 

argued that financial support would constitute a viable way of recognising victims, 

many victims themselves objected to this on the grounds that it performed another 

function: buying victims off. This doubtless bemused the well-meaning proponents 

of this idea since they sought to make public recognition of all victims (Eames & 

Bradley, 2009). Perhaps then, the need for being a victim and the accompanying 

rhetorical advantage was more valuable to the victims than having the need of 

recognition. Likewise, while some peace activists and scholars propose storytelling 

as a means of recognition (Bar-On & Kassem, 2004; Senehi, 2002), the victims from 

the Ballymurphy victims’ group constructed storytelling as a demeaning exercise. 

The means of fulfilment of needs is no straightforward matter.

1 was not entirely sceptical of the concept of needs. Rather, 1 argued that needs can 

sometimes be reformulated as discursive needs. In other words, what victims need is 

rhetorical advantage. I considered the proposal of Nadler & Shnabel (2008) who 

argued that victims need agency and perpetrators need restored moral image. In 

rhetorical terms, this meant that in situations where a person’s morality was 

threatened, they would seek to restore it. In other situations, where a person’s agency 

was threatened, they would seek to restore this. They would perforin this restoration 

by asserting either their morality or by arguing that they were powerful and effective.



294

9.6 Identity and needs

The question of “who are the victims” (relating to the strategic construction of 

identity) and “what should be done about victims” (relating to the fulfilment of 

needs) begin to merge if what victims need is an identity-issue. In other words, if the 

fundamental need of victims is to have a positive identity or a powerful identity or 

some other kind of identity, then we can treat identity and needs as one issue. To 

what extent is this feasible? I suggest that while identity-based theories of needs can 

shed some insight on the dynamics explained in this thesis, they nonetheless have 

shortcomings.

The discussion of needs in relation to victim identity bears some relationship to the 

concept of motives in Social Identity Theory (SIT) and Identity Process Theory 

(IPT). If victims are driven to maintain their sense of agency or moral rectitude to 

preserve the esteem of their group, is this a drive to achieve a more positive identity 

and is there some kind of self-esteem motivation latent in these efforts? Or is some 

other underlying motive responsible for these efforts? Various different theories have 

sought to explain the motives lying behind the use and construction of different 

identities. Optimal Distinctiveness Theory (ODT; Brewer, 1991) is situated within 

the Social Identity tradition and maintains that people are motivated by the 

paradoxical needs both to belong and to maintain distinctiveness from others. While 

SIT explains that people do seek to categorise themselves and others into groups, 

Brewer argues that it lacks a motivation for people to do this - hence the need for a 

theory explaining motivation. However, Leonardelli, Pickett and Brewer (2010) offer 

a series of qualifications to ODT: context affects whether the motives are activated or 

not, motives change over time, and motives can vary between situations, cultures and 

individuals. These qualifications are crucial to understanding flexibility in identity 

construction. And these qualifications also provide a link to the current research. The 

flexibility seen in constructing inclusivity and exclusivity between victims in Chapter 

7 can be seen as a manifestation of identity motivation either for inclusion or 

differentiation. Having said this, this perspective, as applied to the current research, 

is somewhat problematic in that it does not adequately account for the strategic 

nature of exclusivity and inclusivity in victims’ talk. When, for example, one group 

argues that there are deep similarities between some Catholic and Protestant victims, 

this seems to be a response to the potential charge of sectarianism and thus, the
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construction of similarities works as an impression management strategy. Thus this is 

not necessarily a deep-seated drive to form a common group membership, but is a 

strategic drive that operates in the face of a conversational demand. And while this is 

a discursive thesis, it must be remembered that these concerns about restricting the 

definition of the victim have material ramifications (e.g. financial compensation or 

support for victims). These material concerns cannot be simply collapsed into 

identity-issues and the strategic motives of victims as they negotiate their identity 

need to be understood as based on a range of issues including, but not limited to, 

identity.

Another identity-based theory of motivation comes from Identity Process Theory 

(Jaspal & Breakwell, 2014). While bearing some similarities to SIT, IPT is more 

concerned with issues surrounding processes of identity threat, change and 

motivation. Theorists in this tradition have suggested numerous motives which have 

been condensed into six distinct identity motives: self-esteem, continuity, 

distinctiveness, belonging, efficacy and meaning (Vignoles, Regalia, Manzi et ah, 

2006). Understanding how these motives underlie identity concerns has been helpful 

in previous qualitative work (e.g. Jaspal & Coyle, 2009a, 2009b) which showed how 

participants can maintain distinctiveness through their use of language. However, 

this work explored the idea of identity threat at a societal level rather than at a 

conversational level which is what is most relevant to this research. The idea though, 

that context can cause identity threats which evoke responses from members of the 

threatened group is one that fits well with this research. Moreover, the qualifications 

given by Vignoles et al. (2006, p. 329) are appropriate: their list of motives may be 

incomplete, identities may be claimed for strategic reasons such as power, influence 

or approval, and not every motive/need is an identity motive. These qualifications are 

important because they delineate the scope of identity motive research and 

acknowledge that it does not cover all motivation. This research does not confine 

itself to identity motives and while some of the findings may be explained in terms of 

identity motives, it would be reductionistic to put all the findings into this 

framework.

So precisely how far do identity motives explain my findings? In terms of 

participants being driven to achieve agency or positive moral image, I accept that
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these can be understood as identity motives. However, I suggested that these goals be 

understood in terms of conversation dynamics in which achieving these was more or 

less relevant. Considered as conversational goals, these are not the only goals that 

speakers will try to achieve. Some will seek to show that they are being factual or 

being rational (for example) and these seem to be distinct from identity motives. 

Again, as victims seek to group more or less people as true victims, this can be 

understood to some extent as an identity concern (if, for example, the group is in 

danger of being seen as sectarian). But if the group is identifying and constructing a 

smaller group of victims because they want their group to receive more attention, this 

seems to extend beyond identity into symbolic and material issues. Consequently, 

while identity motives play a role in some of the findings here, ultimately they go 

beyond this.

9.7 Implications for practice

Practically there are several implications that can be drawn from this research. Each 

point is drawn from seeing victimhood from the perspective of rhetoric.

Firstly, the rhetorical analysis of the arguments used to construct victimhood and 

ways of dealing with victimhood revealed that there were many valid ways of 

thinking about victimhood - and that none of these were value-free. Some were 

driven by morality, others by pragmatism and others by personal experience. Often 

academics fail to see that they are part of this discussion. They cannot step outside of 

rhetoric and so must work within it. Consequently, academics should acknowledge 

their perspective on these issues explicitly. For example, if a common-ingroup 

identity approach (Andrighetto et ah, 2012; Shnabel et ah, 2013) is advocated in 

order to bring victims together, scholars should acknowledge what premises they are 

using to justify this as well as engaging with legitimate concerns from some victims 

that they cannot recognise some other people as victims. This will prevent academics 

from being naive about the challenges posed by post-conflict societies even as they 

grapple with the philosophical dilemmas posed by properly administering both 

mercy and justice (Bassiouni, 1996; Dolinko, 2006; Volf, 1996; Worthington, 1999).

My second point flows from this: since academics do not operate outside the sphere 

of rhetoric and do not operate outside of society, they must engage with the public 

and with victims directly. It will not do for academics to assume the superior validity
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of their approach and ignore what victims themselves say about justice, peace and 

progress. Academics are part of the social structure and if they have a promising 

approach to victimhood, they should argue with victims about its premises. They 

may not agree with victims and may even argue against victims - but they should be 

clear about this. As part of my own interaction with victims, a summary of some of 

my findings will be distributed to the victims’ groups that took part in the research in 

order to facilitate further discussion about victimhood in Northern Ireland. This is 

part of contributing towards a community psychology for victims (Lykes, Blanche, & 

Hamber, 2003).

Thirdly, when it comes to the issue of fulfilling the needs of victims, let academics 

and peace workers realise that as much as they genuinely care for victims and seek 

their good, needs are constructed and used rhetorically and their fulfilment is subject 

to the same. A well-designed intervention may not operate effectively - no matter 

how elegant the theoretical framework. This is not a call to do nothing - but to 

realise that deterministic models of human behaviour cannot capture the complexity 

and sometimes oddities of human behaviour.

Fourthly, if we conceive of post-conflict societies as being locked in a rhetorical 

battle, we may also conceive of post-conflict peacebuilding as a rhetorical struggle. 

An alternative argument must be persuasively put to both sides. Even then, 

sometimes the best we can hope for is that as time progresses, the importance of the 

arguments will wane for both sides and that rhetoric focussed on the other side as the 

interlocutor gives way to common concerns. If this is the case, then I have hope for 

Northern Ireland. The old arguments have decreased in importance and power

sharing agreements contribute to the development of common concerns. Yes, 

problems still remain, but there is more stability in Northern Ireland than ever before.

Finally, the rhetorical perspective of this research corroborates that of Pilecki & 

Hammack (2013) who have written an insightful study of the rhetorical nature of 

categorisation in Israeli-Palestinian dialogue groups. They find, for example, that 

even in intergroup dialogue which is engineered to stress coexistence and shared 

identity, people still use their group narratives in competitive ways. Thus intergroup 

dialogue, when it merely reproduces old narratives, may serve nothing more than to 

exacerbate conflict. Again, they suggest that intergroup contact may simply be a
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forum for intergroup competition. Likewise, this chapter has shown that rhetorical 

competition is a regular feature of victimhood discourse. However, I find the view of 

Pilecki & Hammack (2013) to be overly pessimistic. While they acknowledge that 

their research is limited in that it only examines historical narratives in intergroup 

diagloues, more can potentially be said about the role of rhetoric, dialogue and 

victimhood. As I pointed out, victim discourse in Northern Ireland is associated with 

both exclusion and inclusion at times as victims vary their rhetorical goals. 

Consequently, we should not expect that the rhetorical nature of victimhood dooms 

interventions to failure. In the next section on future research I offer a possibility 

which may be helpful in thinking about interventions with a rhetorical dimension.

9.8 Implications for future research

While this research has tried to explore multiple aspects of the rhetoric of 

victimhood, ultimately other avenues remain unexplored and some interesting 

questions emerge for future research. While I have explored aspects such as self- 

sufficient arguments, metaphor, interpretative repertoires and rhetorical variability, 

other features can be explored such as the use of narrative, emotion and 

recontextualisation. Perhaps even interventions can be designed to take advantage of 

the rhetorical nature of victimhood.

In Chapter 7 1 touched on the role of narrative where victims appealed to experience 

to justify their victimhood. Points like this merit further exploration because 

narratives of the past play a huge role in talking about victimhood - both individual 

and collective. This area has not been neglected - but a rhetorical perspective on it is 

lacking. Many studies recognise the importance of narratives of the past in shaping 

identity (Conway, 2003; Graham & Shirlow, 2002; Liu & Hilton, 2005), in 

perpetuating violence (Bar-Tal, 2003) and even in peace-building (Hackett & 

Rolston, 2009; Salomon, 2004) but very little research looks at how these narratives 

function rhetorically. Of course, these studies do not completely ignore the rhetorical 

aspect of these narratives in that they see them as functional and oriented towards 

tasks such as delegitimisation of the other and justification of violence. However, the 

idea that narratives might operate at a conversation-level has received less attention. 

The work of Pilecki & Hammack (2013) shows how Israeli and Palestinians 

narratives work in interventions at a micro-level to perform tasks such as maintaining
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a positive identity and justifying violent action. Thus narratives operate at the level 

of interpersonal dialogue as well as at a societal level. Understanding how narratives 

of the past get picked up and used in conversation is a task which the social 

psychologist can engage with to understand how the past affects the present through 

everyday interactions.

Not only do narratives get used at a micro-level, but we should expect that these 

narratives would be rhetorically variable. That is, the choice of and content of stories 

to justify and perforin victimhood should vary depending on who the real or 

imagined interlocutor is. The use of recontextualisation analysis (Attenborough, 

2013; McNeill et ah, 2013; van Leeuwen, 2008) which looks at how elements of a 

narrative are selectively changed in different occurrences would be helpful in 

delineating the ways in which narratives are retold to perform rhetorical functions.

Emotion is another area which has not been fully explored in this thesis. 1 examined 

the role of hurt (Chapter 4) and sympathy (Chapter 6) but other emotions remain to 

be considered. Aristotle pointed to the role of “pathos” in rhetoric and Edwards 

(1999) emphasises the importance of considering emotion as a rhetorical activity. 

Other research shows that invoking appropriate emotions is a task conducted in 

apologies (Augoustinos, Hastie, & Wright, 2011) and has increasingly found a role in 

legal decision-making relating to victims (Bandes, 2008). Yet there still remains 

many opportunities to see how emotion-language functions in talking about 

victimhood and how it affects those who listen to it. Emotions such as anger, fear, 

surprise, despair, remorse and shame all feature in victimhood discourse and it 

remains to show how they are used and to what effect.

In terms of research into interventions, at least one idea flows from thinking of 

victimhood as rhetorical. A common way of increasing positive relations between 

opposing groups (including victims) is intergroup contact theory (Andrighetto et ah, 

2012; Niens & Cairns, 2005). A more recent proposal for effecting change is the 

political solidarity model (Subasic et ah, 2008). In the former, social change is 

conceptualised as the reduction of prejudice by forming a common ingroup with the 

other side while in the latter it is conceptualised as occurring when majority-group 

members engage in solidarity with the minority group. Often this occurs in 

opposition to an oppressing group. One can imagine then, an intervention which
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would encourage victims from two different sides to engage in shared argumentation 

against an oppressing outgroup or force. Having a common argumentative opponent 

may encourage participants to frame their arguments in similar ways and thus find 

common ground as they argue against a shared threat. Essentially this would be the 

“cooperation on a common goal” condition of intergroup contact (Pettigrew, 1998) 

reconceptualised in a rhetorical way. Research could explore how such an 

intervention worked both in terms of short-term and long-term success.

The increasing use of social media also opens up a new avenue for rhetorical 

research. Some have argued that blogging should be seen as a rhetorical act (Xu & 

Farkas, 2008) and that Twitter is replete with rhetorical strategies (Johnson, 2012). 

Facebook is now home to many groups which commemorate and promote the 

interests of victims in Northern Ireland. What role do social media play in the 

development of discussion about victimhood? As people debate issues surrounding 

victims on Facebook, do the exchanges soften opinions or harden opinions - and 

how do they do this? While this research has explored traditional media, political 

manifestos and conversations with victims, the role of social media in society is 

growing and merits more attention from social psychologists.

Beyond a narrowly discursive approach to rhetoric, there are also opportunities for 

future research which look at the emotional and behavioural effects of victimhood 

rhetoric. Plenty of research has been carried out to examine the effect of intergroup 

apologies (Philpot & Hornsey, 2008; Renner, 2011; Wohl et ah, 2011) and this is 

probably because apologies are widely recognised as rhetorical acts which seek to 

have a perlocutionary effect (perhaps producing forgiveness, desire for reconciliation 

or reduced desire for revenge). Most literature does not treat victimhood discourse in 

the same way yet it has equal potential for research because when victims speak, they 

are seeking to produce perlocutionary effects. They aim to change how people think, 

feel and act. These effects will vary depending on whether their discourse is situated 

in an intergroup context or an intragroup context. That is, victims will vary what they 

say and will have different intentions depending on their perceived audience. 

Furthermore, the effects of victimhood discourse are likely to vary depending on 

their group membership and their group's relationship to the victims’ group. One can 

easily imagine an experimental situation where different statements are given by
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victims and participants have to rate their reaction on a range of measures (such as 

desire for reconciliation or empathy) as well as providing a qualitative response. It 

seems likely that responses would vary as a function of the participant’s group 

membership and relationship to the group membership of the victim. This would go 

some way towards understanding the emotional and altitudinal effects of victimhood 

discourse. Incorporation of behavioural elements in such a study for example, by 

offering participants to chance to donate money to a victim’s fund or to sign a book 

of remembrance, would enhance the value of such research. I suggest therefore that 

victim discourse be treated as of equal importance to intergroup apologies because 

both have significant influences on how people think, feel and act in relation to 

intergroup issues such as reconciliation and understanding.

A related issue is the finding that in some circumstances people identify as victims 

and speak as such yet in other circumstances they speak for victims. If, as I suggest, 

this is to avoid arguments about stake thus increasing persuasiveness, we should 

expect that in some situations, speaking for victims will be more persuasive than 

speaking as a victim. Perhaps an experimental study could be set up similar to the 

kinds of studies carried out on victimhood by Shnabel & Nadler (2008) and Shnabel 

et al. (2014). In those studies, some scenarios were used in which people were made 

to imagine that they were an employee who had been unfairly treated in order to 

examine the kinds of emotional needs that this would generate. This is an appropriate 

kind of scenario for the research 1 am envisaging because claims of unfair treatment 

in the workplace are open to arguments about stake in which others might suggest 

that the reason for claiming victimhood is to gain compensation or better treatment. 

But if a person treated unfairly in the workplace came to represent and speak for 

other employees who were unfairly treated, this would be less open to arguments 

about stake. What effect would these different ways of speaking about victimhood 

have on the levels of persuasiveness (rated by Likert scale and their suggested 

response) to other participants who would imagine that they are either the employer 

or fellow employees? While this is only a brief outline of the kind of study that could 

be conducted, I suggest that such a study would be feasible and likely to hold 

interesting results. It would help to further explain the reasons why people speak as 

or for victims.
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This research also carries implications for the design of questionnaires relating to 

victimhood. Whereas the distinction between individual and collective victimhood 

has been the basis of many questionnaires relating to victimhood and intergroup 

relations, this research suggests that ways of relating to victimhood may be more 

complex. We have seen for example that there is a distinction between speaking as 

and for victims. This means that people may score lower on an item which asks for 

extent of agreement with the statement, “My group has suffered during the conflict” 

and higher on an item such as “Members of my group have suffered during the 

conflict”. Similarly, items relating to redress such as “My group should receive 

compensation for their suffering” may elicit different responses to “Members of my 

group should receive compensation for their suffering.” This highlights that 

intragroup dynamics (how ingroup members relate to other ingroup members) also 

should be considered when thinking about intergroup relations.

Another point relating to questionnaire design is that the variable nature of victim- 

talk should warn against divorcing victimhood-opinions from the context in which 

they are expressed. Forthcoming research (Cohrs et ah, n.d.) has noted that beliefs 

about victimhood are expressed strategically and that even “inclusive victimhood” 

can be used in strategic ways. For example, Catholic victims often identify with 

Palestinian victims while Protestant victims often identify with Israeli victims. 

Another example is given by Yildiz & Verkuyten (2011) who show that the 

victimhood of Alevis is used to unite Alevis around the world even though there is 

little consensus on what it means to be an Alevi. This “inclusive” victimhood unites 

different Alevis by positing a massacre in 1993 is a common victimhood which they 

all share in. Taking these issues into consideration suggest that in questionnaire 

design researchers should take care to consider the context in which questions about 

victimhood will be answered. If the participant feels that the questionnaire is being 

given by an outgroup member they may feel the need to highlight ingroup suffering 

and deemphasise outgroup suffering. On the other hand, they might want to show 

how sympathetic they are towards the other side. It may be worth conducting 

research to see how the perceived identity of the researcher affects how participants 

answer a questionnaire relating to victimhood. Academics’ own perception of their 

neutrality may not align with how other’s see them and perhaps even within Northern 

Ireland, a questionnaire branded with a “Queen’s University Belfast” logo may elicit
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a certain stance from some respondents who perceive the institution to be 

predominantly Catholic or Protestant.

In Chapter 8 we focussed our attention on the needs of victims and suggested the 

concept of “rhetorical needs”. By that I meant that when victims are talking, they 

have specific needs that they try to fulfil within the context of the interaction. 

Normally needs-theorists posit needs at the psychological level whereas here 1 am 

thinking at the rhetorical level. Numerous needs can be suggested and further 

research into this concept may yield further insights into victimhood rhetoric. While 1 

drew on the two needs (power and moral image) suggested by Shnabel & Nadler 

(2008) to show how these might be conceptualised rhetorically, others can be 

suggested. When victims speak they enter into either a real or implied dialogue with 

those who disagree with them. In this dialogue they may have needs such as being 

acknowledged as factually correct (Potter & Hepburn, 2008), rational and not driven 

blindly by emotion (Edwards, 1999) and disinterested by not being driven by 

personal gain (Edwards & Potter, 2005). These “needs” have been recognised and 

discussed by discursive psychologists who try to consider the principles that orient 

people’s discourse but have not been described as “needs”. Other needs may be 

present in victims’ discourse and it would be interesting to find what these are and 

how they shape what victims say. It would also be interesting to examine the effect 

of granting or denying these needs in victim’s discourse. How do victims react when 

people accuse them of lying or being driven by emotion or having a vested interest? 

This could be examined by discussing with victims the charges that others bring 

against them to see how they respond and justify themselves.

Finally, in Chapter 7 we noted that while some scholars suggest that the term 

“survivor” may be a more empowering term (Bloomfield et ah, 2003, p. 60), the term 

is used rhetorically - in our case, to appear modest and humble. The use of different 

labels for and by victims is a potential research topic in its own right. This could be 

examined by further qualitative research which asks participants for the meanings 

they attach to certain terms and when they consider them appropriate. The unity or 

diversity of views on this would be interesting. Scholars should thus be careful about 

making judgments about the suitability of terms. While terms may at times be 

oppressive, sometimes they can be used in powerful ways.



304

9.9 Limitations

There are several limitations in this research. Inevitably by focussing in on the 

rhetorical use of victimhood I have let other key aspects of victimhood escape my 

attention here. As a consequence of my rhetorical approach two broad areas of 

victimhood research remain untouched.

Firstly, 1 noted that discourse can be categorised into locution, illocutionary force 

and perlocutionary force. This latter concept refers to the ability of an utterance to 

make a person perform in the manner either intended or unintended by the speaker. 

The perlocutionary effect of a victim’s story might be to cause sympathy, tears or 

offers of support. Even if these are not always the intended effects, the psychologist 

is interested in the behavioural and emotional changes that are the consequence of 

discourse. While analysis of how people respond behaviourally and emotionally to 

victimhood rhetoric is not inconsistent with a rhetorical approach, it is beyond the 

remit of my research here and merits future research. In this thesis we have only been 

able to explore effects of victimhood discourse in terms of how they affected what 

other people said in response to victimhood-claims.

Secondly, the cognitive aspects of victimhood have not been touched. While some 

scholars (Antaki, 2006; Edwards & Potter, 2005) dispute the relevance of cognitive 

inferences from discursive data. Van Dijk (2006) remains unconvinced. He argues 

that it is impossible to explain why people speak differently in different contexts 

without inferring some form or mental state which allows the speaker to alter their 

speech. He suggests that building mental models of how people produce and 

understand discourse is a valuable undertaken. I can see merit in his approach and 

suggest that one limitation of my own approach is neglect of cognition. 

Understanding this may help to explain why victims perceive different contexts to be 

subject to different interactional concerns and thus alter their discourse.

Aside from these two issues which arise because I have focussed narrowly on 

discourse, there are other limitations which arise within my approach. These include: 

selective analysis of discursive devices, selective analysis of victimhood events and 

limited availability of victims to talk with. These problems are not unique or 

surprising but they are limitations nonetheless. In an ideal situation I would have 

liked to explore more devices used to construct and use victimhood rhetorically. I
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could have considered the use of stories, humour, sarcasm, nostalgia, personification, 

membership categorisation devices, quotations and much more. All of them would 

have yielded interesting findings but because I am limited in time and space I have 

focussed on several devices in order to build a case for a rhetorical understanding of 

victimhood.

Selective analysis of victimhood events is another limitation. While the newspaper 

articles focussed on Bloody Sunday, potentially many different events could have 

been chosen. Anniversaries of tragic events occur frequently in Northern Ireland and 

are marked by public discussion. Other unexpected events often bring discussion 

about victim issues to the forefront (such as the flag dispute at Belfast City Hall in 

late 2012). Analysis of how these events use victimhood for their own purposes (or 

vice versa considering the platform that the events gave to one prominent victims’ 

campaigner) make such events worth considering but again, time and space 

restrained the opportunities for such research.

The data collection in Chapters 7 and 8 suffered from a general lack of willing 

participants. Those who did take part were extremely helpful and welcoming but 

many other groups either did not respond or indicated that they were too busy to take 

part. Whatever the reasons for this, investigating such sensitive issues usually 

involves low participant numbers. While 1 gained a good number of participants, 

these were all obtained through victims’ groups and thus, the victims who do not 

belong to such groups but perhaps suffer silently, were not available for interview. 

This kind of bias afflicts much research but perhaps future victimhood researchers 

could make efforts to make contact with victims who are unaffiliated with victims’ 

groups to get their perspective.

9.10 Conclusion

I opened the introduction with these words: “Victim rhetoric itself is a powerful tool. 

It taps into our essential human compassion for those who suffer, and raises our 

indignation; and these two emotions can move people to action” (Orr, 2007). This 

research has served to solidify my understanding of victimhood as a rhetorically 

constructed reality insofar as victimhood-discourse works to categorise victims, 

justify particular limits on the extent of victimhood, position victims in a positive 

light and ascribe to them needs which need to be satisfied. Austin (1962) would say
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that victimhood is made up of locution (the words used to construct victimhood), 

illocutionary force (the effect it has on discourse) and perlocutionary force (the effect 

it has on motivating cognition and action). Seeing it in this way has shown how it is 

such a powerful force in many societies across the world including Northern Ireland. 

It has also allowed us to reconceptualise much extant research in terms of discursive 

function and thus to offer insight into how “needs” can function as discursive needs 

such as the need to be shown as moral in one’s talk. Victimhood truly can be 

“symbolic power” (Bourdieu, 1991) and this poses challenges to post-conflict 

societies. While it is good that many victims have the power to speak out about the 

injustices they have suffered, when victims lock horns, the dilemmas are often 

irresolvable. This thesis has not always been able to offer a way out of this impasse, 

but it has sought to understand it in the hope that, by understanding it better, we 

might be able to manage the challenges of victimhood.
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(•)

Appendix 1 - Transcription notations

pause of less than 0.5 seconds

(0.6) pause indicated in tenths of a second

(word) accuracy of the transcription of the enclosed word is uncertain

(inaudible) transcription not possible

word underlining indicates emphasis or stress

>word word< text enclosed is spoken quickly

And [word] is

[also] text in square brackets indicates words spoken when another is

speaking. Text is lined up to indicate the start of the overlap

and the closing brackets indicate where the overlap ends.

WORD Capital letters indicate louder speech

w(h)ord h’s enclosed in round brackets within a word indicate laughter 
within a word.
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Appendix 2 - Email to victims’ groups

Dear Sir or Madam,

1 am writing to you regarding my research into victimhood in Northern Ireland. 
Previously my research has led me to explore how various groups in Northern 
Ireland feel and talk about issues relating to victims here. However to this point my 
research has only involved written materials. I am interested therefore in organising a 
small focus group of possibly a few people from your organisation who could gather 
for an hour with me to discuss the current state of victim issues in Northern Ireland. I 
am aware that in May this year many victims’ groups organised a protest at Stormont 
to speak against what they felt was a lack of concern about victims in today’s 
society. This is an issue that concerns me and I would like to spend some time 
discussing this and related issues regarding how best to deal with victims’ issues in 
our present society.

Please let me know whether or not you would be interested in this. If you have any 
further questions please feel free to ask.

Yours sincerely,
Andrew McNeill

Postgraduate research student.
Queen’s University Belfast
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Appendix 3 - Focus group interview schedule (semi-structured)

Presentation of article from Belfast Telegraph. The full contents are found in 
appendix 2.

1. As 1 read this article 1 wanted to know more about how victims and groups 
that represent them feel about how they are supported in society today. How 
well is that done? If at all?

a. What specific needs of support are there?

b. Have there been any measures taken to provide that support?

c. How well has the support been carried out?

2. One of the things that came out in the article was the idea that politicians may 
not be listening to victims. How do you feel about this?

a. Do some groups of politicians pay more or less attention than others?

b. Why do you think this is?

3. Do you feel that other people in your community are listening to the voices of 
victims?

a. If they are, what are they doing about it?

b. If not, why do you think this is?

c. If not, are you trying to do anything about this?

4. How important do you think it is that victims are listened to in society today?

a. What do you think will happen if victims are not listened to?

i. What will happen to victims?

ii. What will happen to the rest?

b. Who needs to listen most?

c. What do they need to hear?

5. Do you think that some victims or some groups of victims are receiving more 
attention than others or are all victims being treated equally?

a. What do you say to those who say that there is an hierarchy of 
victimhood?
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b. What do you say to those who say that there is not an hierarchy of 
victimhood?

c. If there is an hierarchy, why do you think this is?

d. What do you think can be done about it?

6. Over the years there has been much debate about the definition of a victim. 
How do you feel about this debate?

a. Shoidd the definition of a victim include or exclude those who may 
have been engaged in violence at some stage?

b. Why do you think this debate occurs?

7. What do you think is the way forward for victims in today’s society?

a. What is it that victims need to move forward?

b. What should moving forward actually look like in practice?

c. Do victims need to change in any way?

8. What should the rest of society be doing about victims?

a. What specific things should society be doing to listen to or to help 
victims?

b. Are there things that society should stop doing?

9. How do you feel the needs of victims have changed over the past 30 years or 
so?

a. During the Troubles what were the needs like?

b. Just after the Troubles what were the needs like?

c. What are the needs like now?

10. Do you feel that victims’ issues will still be important ten or twenty years 
from now?

a. If so, why?

b. If not, why not?
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Appendix 4 - Discussion article from Belfast Telegraph 

belfasttelegraph.co.uk 

Troubles victims urge more support

Thursday, 17 May 2012

Injured victims of the Northern Ireland Troubles have urged Stormont's politicians 
not to forget their plight as they presented them with a petition bearing 10,000 
signatures.

People maimed, disabled or psychologically traumatised in the conflict urged elected 
representatives to give them and their carers more support.

The demonstration outside Parliament Buildings in Belfast came as new academic 
research highlighted the problems faced by as many as 100,000 people who still live 
with the effects of the Troubles, compounded by a shortfall in state provision.

Paul Gallagher, who was disabled after being shot by loyalist paramilitaries in 
Belfast in 1994, addressed MLAs from each of the main parties before other victims 
handed them sackloads of petition signatures calling for action. Mr Gallagher, 39, 
said they felt they had been left behind in the peace process.

"The issues are varied but underlying them all is a sense of being forgotten," he said. 
"Of being told to forget what happened to you and move on. To not make a fuss for 
fear we damage the peace process. This is what many have done. We didn't make a 
fuss because we know, more than most, the cost of violent conflict.

"We live it every day. And not just every day, but all day every day. The injury is 
part of your life. Furthermore, our injuries are different to normal everyday injuries. 
The harms brought upon us came out of violent political conflict. These traumatic 
events are harder to reconcile than normal everyday injuries. The traumas inflicted 
upon us are ingrained into our minds, our identities have been transformed and our 
injuries become harder to heal."

A new Victims' Service is being established by the Stormont Executive to support 
those bereaved or injured in the Troubles. But campaigners insist more needs to be 
done.

Mr Gallagher said the injured had particular fears over planned changes to disability 
benefits. He added: "In essence we feel that there is a moral responsibility on our 
political leaders to recognise that they must do all that they can to put right some of 
the wrongs that we have had put upon us."
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The event was attended by members of the Injured Support Group and was organised 
by the Wave trauma centre. The centre also commissioned the research study 
undertaken by Professor Marie Breen Smyth from the University of Surrey.

Despite medical advances, the academic found that both injured people and service 
providers reported that pain management continues to be an unrecognised and under
resourced service. She highlighted that initial compensation payments were based on 
income and not need, and life expectancy was underestimated.
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Appendix 5 - Participant Information Sheet

Discourses of Victimhood in Northern Ireland 

Participant Information Sheet

Participation in this research is entirely voluntary and you may choose to cease 
participation in the research at any time without providing a reason and without 
facing any adverse consequences. The data collected for this research is anonymous.

The research is being conducted by Andrew McNeill, a postgraduate research student 
at Queen’s University Belfast and is interested in examining how people think about 
victims and their relationship to society today. Your participation in the study 
consists of a focus group lasting approximately one hour which will be recorded. A 
focus group is a small group of people who gather to discuss a particular issue with a 
researcher. During the focus group you will be asked to talk about your thoughts and 
feelings regarding victims in Northern Ireland and how you feel victims’ issues are 
being dealt with.

The recording will be typed up and following this, the audio recording will be 
deleted. The data gathered during the focus group will be examined to investigate 
what people think about victims and their relationship to society and how well 
victims’ issues are being dealt with. In the written report, a different name will be 
used to represent your participation in the focus group so that your anonymity and 
confidentiality are preserved. During the course of the focus group you are free to 
leave at any time without giving a reason. Since focus groups involve discussion 
between different people, your recorded words cannot be removed because it may 
make the statements of other people meaningless if they are responding to what you 
have said.

If you have any questions about the study, please ask them at this stage. But at any 
stage, if you wish to know more about the study you can contact the researcher, 
Andrew McNeill, at amcneill08@qub.ac.uk. My supervisors, Dr Evanthia Lyons and 
Dr Sam Pehrson. can be contacted at e.lvons@qub.ac.uk and s.pehrson@qub.ac.uk 
respectively.

Ethical approval has been granted for this research by the School of Psychology 
Research Ethics Committee on behalf of Queen’s University Belfast (PREC 
reference number: 41 -2012).


