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Memory, Truth and Justice: Understanding the experience of victims 

of terrorism and political violence. The cases of the United Kingdom 

and Spain. 

 

Agata Serranò, Orla Lynch, Javier Argomaniz and Cheryl Lawther 

ABSTRACT 

The issue of victimhood has suffered comparative neglect by scholars interested in the 

study of terrorism and political violence. Traditionally, it has been the actions of violent 

groups and the response to them by the state that have tended to attract academic attention. 

More recently for governments whose populations have suffered protracted campaigns of 

violence perpetrated by sub-state armed groups, the protection of those affected has 

become a policy priority. However in order to provide appropriate assistance to victims 

of terrorism and political violence, a detailed and nuanced understanding of the social, 

personal and political needs of these individuals and their families is necessary.  

 

With a view to developing our understanding of the needs of victims of terrorism and 

political violence, this chapter will examine the social and political needs of these 

individuals and their families. In attempting to conceptualise these needs, the importance 

of context cannot be underestimated therefore this paper focuses specifically on the case 

of the United Kingdom, including Northern Ireland (NI) as well as Spain, more 

specifically, the Basque Country. Using the analysis of semi-structured interviews 

conducted with both victims and representatives from victims’ groups in both countries, 
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this contribution will specifically explore the key themes emergent from the data of 

memory, truth and justice. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The issue of victimhood has suffered comparative neglect by scholars interested in the 

study of terrorism and political violence. Traditionally, it has been the actions of violent 

groups and the response to them by the state that have tended to attract academic attention 

(Schmid, 2012). More recently for governments whose populations have suffered 

protracted campaigns of violence perpetrated by sub-state armed groups, the protection 

of those affected has become a policy priority. However in order to provide appropriate 

assistance to victims of terrorism and political violence, a detailed and nuanced 

understanding of the social, personal and political needs of these individuals and their 

families is necessary.  

 

With a view to developing our understanding of the needs of victims of terrorism and 

political violence , this chapter will examine the social and political needs of these 

individuals and their families. In attempting to conceptualise these needs, the importance 

of context cannot be underestimated therefore this paper focuses specifically on the case 

of the United Kingdom, including Northern Ireland (NI) as well as Spain, more 

specifically, the Basque Country. Using the analysis of semi-structured interviews 
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conducted with both victims1 and representatives from victims’ groups in both countries, 

this contribution will specifically explore the key themes emergent from the data of 

memory, truth and justice. 

 

The themes of memory, truth and justice are central issues in the literature concerning 

victims’ needs (Lawther, 2014) and are often understood as having a triple 

dimensionality: they are needs related to the experience of terrorism and political 

violence, individual and collective rights that must be bestowed due to the responsibility 

the state owes to the victims, but at the same time their recognition and delivery are 

constructed as a collective responsibility of society as a whole (Alonso and Serranò, 

2015). Although these three dimensions are inextricably linked, they must be analysed 

individually in order to construct a grounded understanding of their characteristics and 

the features of their interactivity.  

It must be pointed out that memory, truth and justice are also located simultaneously in 

the public and private spheres of victims’ experiences. For instance, memory, on the one 

hand, can be instrumental for victims to attain some measure of personal resolution, often 

termed ‘closure’; on the other, memory is constructed as a public moral duty, an obligation 

on society to remember the crimes committed. Moreover, memory can also be considered 

a tool for preventing future atrocities through the recognition of the tragedy of loss 

suffered by the victims and their families.  

Truth is considered to be an individual need but can be also be seen as a collective societal 

right. It is therefore a very complex intangible notion related to historical narratives, 
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issues of legacy, politicisation and power. Closely related to issues of truth are the social 

interpretations of justice and delivering justice. The delivery of justice for the victims and 

access to the truth  can run opposite to  some interpretations of the greater good, as we 

saw in the commentary following the arrest in 2014 of Gerry Adams.2 Dominant peace 

narratives, expectations of moving on, the passage of time and lingering sectarian divides 

impact on the realities of truth and justice. While depending on the dominant narrative, 

truth can be portrayed as an achievable end, a subjective inaccessible aspiration, or a 

commodity in post-conflict societies.  

This study will examine the individual interpretation of these notions by both victims and 

representatives from victims’ groups in the UK and Spain. Most participants were victims 

of ethno-nationalist organisations such as Euskadi Ta Askatasuna (ETA), the Provisional 

Irish Republican Army (PIRA), the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) or the Ulster Defence 

Association (UDA). A minority of the Spanish sample were targeted by extreme-right-

wing groups active in the country during the process of transition to democracy in the late 

1970s/early 1980s (Rodríguez Jiménez, 1997). The findings are based on the analysis of 

46 semi-structured qualitative interviews (23 in the UK and 23 in Spain). The UK data 

was collected between 2011 and 2013 as part of an EU-funded study that comparatively 

analysed the needs of victims of terrorism in Spain and the UK, where Lynch and 

Argomaniz were the principal investigators (Lynch and Argomaniz, 2013).3 The Spanish 

data comes from field work conducted by Agata Serranò during the years 2010-2012 

(Serranò, 2012)4. Participants were recruited through the established networks of the 

authors but also through opportunistic and snowball sampling. Interviews ranged in 

length from one hour to four hours. The interviews were conducted on the premises of 
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victims’ organisations, in private homes and in public locations (coffee shops, hotels). 

The interviews were recorded where permission was secured and consent was achieved 

in writing from all participants. Ethical permission was granted for this work from the 

University of St Andrews, Scotland.  

Memory  

In this section memory – understood as both the personal and collective recollections of 

individuals killed by terrorism and political violence, including their place in historic 

constructions of the violence – is closely linked with two other issues that appear 

frequently amongst both the UK and Spanish victim populations: remembrance and 

memorialisation. Remembrance can be defined as the act of remembering victims of 

terrorism and political violence and relatedly memorialisation is the way they are 

honoured and commemorated in the public sphere.  

These three notions emerged as higher order themes in the analysis of the interview 

data from both the UK and Spanish populations. There are however important distinctions 

to be made in the nature and place of these narratives in each locale. As we will see, in 

the testimonies of victims of terrorism in Spain, memory encompasses three core 

implications. Firstly, memory is a collective responsibility that should serve to de-

legitimise the narrative of those perpetrating violence. Secondly, it is constructed as the 

public recollection of the political significance of victims of terrorism and, thirdly, it is 

thought to serve as a means of preventing future forms of violence. Amongst the victim 

population in Spain the concept of an objective truth dominates victims accounts of their 

needs. The desire to debunk any myths propagated by groups like ETA is intrinsically 
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linked to the preservation of the memory of their lost love ones.  In effect, an objective 

truth would serve to protect the memory of their loved ones through the outright social 

and political rejection of the motives of the terrorist organisation:  

 

“The truth is the only thing we still have …we are perfectly aware of why they killed our 

family members and it was to impose their political project…we, as victims of terrorism, 

have a clear political significance and as such we still have a lot to do to delegitimise 

terror [caused by ETA and its political environment]. Delegitimising means destroying 

the huge farce that was drummed into us for so many years of our recent history and 

according to which there is a two-sided conflict with deaths on each side in the Basque 

Country. This is the distortion of history by the nationalists [radical and 

moderate]… against the truth and it needs to be faced to defend the memory of my brother 

…”1. 

 

In Northern Ireland however, the idea that there could be an objective truth that 

might capture the experience of all parties to the conflict was generally rejected. Given 

existing societal divides, the history of sectarianism, the many parties to the conflict and 

the existence of a peace process there is little expectation of an objective truth emerging 

in that context. There are of course exceptions to this and some communities (or more 

accurately sub sections of communities) in the North of Ireland support the belief that 

there should be an objective truth that would serve as a direct challenge to the narratives 

of the paramilitary groups and their political wings. Narratives of self-defence, 

 
1 Interviewee – Victim (Spain).  
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oppression, victimisation and the violation of human rights are particularly controversial 

in this context.  

 

Amongst the participants in this study, it emerged that for the Northern Irish sample, 

memory, memorialisation, remembrance and forgetting were constructed as personal and 

local processes inherently related to the divisions in their society. For example, who could 

and should be remembered were significant issues for many of the participants. 

Memorialisation and remembrance were controversial as the nature of victimhood was 

not fixed, especially in cases where betrayal of one’s identity group was suggested (e.g. 

the death of an informer). This issue was particularly problematic in the case of 

perpetrator-victims: individuals who were injured or killed due to their own involvement 

in conflict violence:  

 

“I think the couple of times it has arose [sic] within communities it has been quite 

controversial because how do people on the Falls reconcile with having some 

informer’s name on a memorial or how do people in the Shankill commemorate by 

having a Provo’s name on the same mural that is dedicated to their loved one?”5  

 

The solution to this complexity has been a localisation of remembrance in many instances.  

 

“I think people have their own events which are significant and I think it is 

about community support for those.”6 
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While this localisation of memorialisation is dominant, for some of the larger and more 

visible attacks (e.g. the Omagh Bombing), there is a deliberate effort to have an all-

inclusive, multi-denominational and international participation in memorialisation. 

 

While there is a very strong local community-based process underway in NI whereby 

victims, their families and all those who experienced the Troubles have access to grass- 

roots organisations who prioritise the issues of memory and remembrance; there is a 

distinctly different attitude to remembrance for participants in NI as opposed to those in 

Spain. In this NI sample, about half of the participants addressed the issue of memory and 

remembrance despite not being directly asked about them. The point of divergence from 

the Spanish sample was the issue of subjectivity: As will be discussed in the next section, 

the Spanish groups and victims unconditionally attest to the need for memory, 

remembrance and memorialisation in the public sphere. In NI there was a more nuanced 

understanding of history, perspective and possibility. For them, there was little hope of 

broader public memorialisation and a distinct recognition that everyone had their own 

truth.  

 

“How do we accept that this is our joint history, however painful and we 

need to build for the future?”7 

 

“We need to be honest with people on expectations on that [public 

memorialisation]”8  
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For the victims in NI, memorialisation, while a very public debate, is an intensely private 

(local) experience. Efforts to remember are predominantly efforts to document the lives 

and the experiences of those who were killed. However, there is some politicisation of 

the initiatives to remember and memorialise in an effort to control the truth as it might 

emerge. 

 

 “There is a need sometimes to correct the corporate memory of the RUC”9. 

 

The dominant narrative of victims of terrorism in Spain encompasses the following 

issues: the innocence of victims; the notion of the public sacrifice of victims; and the 

inviolability of the Rule of Law in opposition to the violent terrorist acts. This position 

implicitly means that there is an accepted truth represented by the need to publicly 

respect, remember and appreciate the loss and suffering of victims of terrorism 

(Etxeberria, 2009).  

 

For many interviewees, remembering those injured and killed means remembering their 

innocence and their sacrifice and these notions are an essential part of the identity of 

victims:  

[Victims of terrorism] deserve, I think, the respect of every citizen because 

in the end their family members were murdered precisely because they 

defended […] the highest values of our Legal System that are set out in 

Article 1 [of the Spanish Constitution]10. I certainly think that they [victims 

of terrorism] deserve respect [...]. I respect them simply because of the 
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enormous sacrifice in defence of those values that their families have had to 

make.”11 

Innocence and sacrifice are qualities integral to the accounts of interviewees as they recall 

the victims; these qualities are held in opposition to those who chose violence and these 

notions are used as a tool to de-legitimate terrorism by highlighting the disparity between 

the innocence of the victim and the guilt of the perpetrator. For this group there is no grey 

area in the definition of victims of terrorism, if a person has taken up arms against another, 

they are clearly excluded from this category. 

 

For victims’ organisations in Spain, memory is not a local issue, but should be a national 

collective responsibility. And not only should the individuals who were killed, injured, 

threatened and forced to abandon their homeland and their families be remembered, but 

their remembrance should be a useful means to challenge and refute the ideology and 

motive of those who use violence. Memory is in fact considered to be a moral duty and a 

collective responsibility that should concern everyone who respects democracy and 

constitutional values (Serranò, 2012, 257). Furthermore, many participants consider the 

testimonies of survivors and relatives of victims to be a historical legacy; they believe 

that disseminating the stories will serve to enrich society as a whole and is essential for 

future generations to understand their past (Serranò, 2015, 22). In effect, the voices of 

victims are considered to be useful tools in peacebuilding and the prevention of violence 

(Serranò, 2015, 91-108). They shine light on the reality of violence, a reality that is often 

hidden or concealed, silenced and deprived of its meaning (Mate, 2008):  

 



In: Victims and Perpetrators of Terrorism: Exploring identities, roles and narratives. (London: 
Routledge, 2017: 18-37). Eds: Orla Lynch and Javier Argomaniz.  
 

 

11 

 

“Keeping memory alive is, I think, an obligation for future generations to 

know the story and learn from history. If we remove that memory for future 

generations they will not even have the possibility of searching for a way to 

go forward.”12 

 

From the data analysed in this research it is evident that the Spanish participants consider 

themselves and their experiences to have a public dimension and a political significance 

that deserve to be recognised by society as a whole. For these people, being a victim of 

terrorism is not merely being a victim of violence; it means being the victim of a crime 

whose intention was to destroy the res publica. Terrorism is thus understood as being an 

attack on the Rule of Law, on human rights and on the Spanish state (Arregi, 2008). 

Victims therefore expect their experience to be recognised as an event that transcends the 

private trauma experienced:  

 

“In short, our relatives were killed because they defended a political 

position, political values, principles, and were killed just because of that. 

And I truly believe that if the principles and values that my father was killed 

for were made abstract it would be a betrayal of his memory. I believe that 

remembering victims of terrorism is essential and it must also somewhat 

transcend the private memories of families. In addition to this private 

memory I think we victims need a public memory or the preservation of a 

public memory of our family, because their murder was, in essence, public. 

And of course, public memory for me and the preservation of the public 
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memory of my father is essential, essential for me not to have the feeling that 

his sacrifice [was in vain].”13 

In conclusion, in Spain the narrative of victims of terrorism focuses on the public 

recognition and remembrance they deserve since it is implied in their plight that through 

their sacrifice they acted to defend the constitutional values of non-violence and the 

support for the rule of law.  

 

Visibility, recognition and memorialisation  

 

For many victims in the UK and Spain, memory, remembrance and memorialisation are 

closely linked to two other categories that appear frequently in their discourse: visibility 

and recognition. In effect, memorialisation entails victims being visible and publicly 

recognised. The notion of ‘public’ is understood differently in each context. In the case 

of Spain, to be publicly recognised refers to a national and international agenda whereas 

in NI there is oftentimes an effort to bypass the national arena and focus on either the 

local and/or the international arenas.  

 

On the one hand, it can be assumed that offering victims the possibility of sharing their 

own experiences with others (public memory) provides them with an effective way of 

dealing with their own personal trauma (Sutil and Lázaro, 2007). Different sectors of civil 

society may expect from victims to “wipe the slate clean” following public recognition, 

to move on:   
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“It can be a very offensive word [memorialisation] to many victims because 

the term implies that you have gone through this process and you should 

move to a different process where you put that behind you and as it were, 

almost forget it.”14  

Similarly there have been instances where victims in NI have been portrayed as spoilers 

of the peace process due to the perception of their unwillingness to move on from the 

issues of memory and remembrance (Hamber and Wilson, 2003). Given this, international 

and local initiatives are much less problematic as the focus is not on the division in society 

in NI, but on the issues of loss, destruction, violence and terrorism.  

 

However, it is important to note that in NI memorialisation and remembrance continue 

to be controversial. In fact, the memorialisation of the Northern Ireland conflict has found 

expression in a plethora of commemorative acts conducted by a long list of state and non-

state agencies. These include the security forces, Loyalist and Republican paramilitary 

organisations, political parties, victims’ groups and even private individuals. Walking 

around Belfast one can witness this very local phenomenon on every street corner. 

Consequently, memorialisation is partisan, local and fragmented and a shared and 

collective remembrance remains politically contentious and very difficult in practice.  

 

On the other hand, many victims of terrorism in Spain believe that, since they have 

sacrificed their life, their limbs, their health, and their loved ones for Spanish society, they 

deserve to be publicly recognised for their suffering. In addition to a long list of national, 

regional and local initiatives that have taken place in the past to recognise the victims, the 
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most important of these efforts, a victims’ memorial centre (Centro Memorial de las 

Víctimas) is expected to open its doors in Basque Country in 2017.15  However, although 

many interviewees view with satisfaction the public recognition received, especially from 

the nineties onwards, there are those who believe that memorialisation has become 

institutionalised and sometimes distorts the meaning of such acts: 

 

“For me there are now many tributes that are not very sincere. We have not 

felt that care from government until recently. We've been suffering a 

lot...things have changed of course and are quite...I really think that now 

the absolute opposite will happen... I think we've gone from not having any 

tributes to...I myself have now had many tributes. [...] To be honest, what is 

truly happening now is that I’ve had enough of all these tributes…”16. 

While this type of national recognition exists in NI, it does so only for those who died 

whilst actively serving in the police, military and security services, in effect giving voice 

to only one group of victims:  

 

 “..there’s a hierarchy, some are more important than others.”17 

 

Visibility is an overarching concern among UK interviewees. Victims have a widely held 

perception that they lack a voice both as individuals and as a group and that their own 

personal stories have remained invisible and untold outside their own community. They 

see that there is fatigue regarding victims of terrorism, in particular for victims of the 

Troubles, and especially for victims who are outside of Northern Ireland: 
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“Oh my god, are you still going on about that? It was 20 years ago”18  

  

“As far as they are concerned [the public] the Troubles are over”19 

 

This invisibility is a traumatising experience for victims (Arteta, 2007:85; Echeburúa and 

Guerrica, 2006). Denying visibility and recognition to victims is one of the goals that 

violent groups usually seek (Sabucedo, Blanco and de la Corte, 2003). To avoid this 

happening, victims in Northern Ireland are concerned with creating documentary proof 

of individual truths, to produce their own testimony so that their stories as victims are 

documented and made visible to the rest of society. And while it is often important to 

victims and their families to tell their story publicly, remembering through documenting 

their story can be useful to facilitate the psychological wellbeing of those who suffered:  

 

“There should be more records, there should be more done for 

remembering” 20  

 

Truth 

In the accounts given by victims of ETA in Spain, exposing the truth about the past is 

considered a fundamental tool in the de-legitimisation of the terrorists’ rhetoric and a 

mechanism to challenge the group’s extremist discourse. On the other hand, an absence 
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of truth is regarded as a source of re-victimisation on an individual level that prevents 

victims from achieving closure.  

 

In contrast, in the United Kingdom – and especially in NI – perceptions of truth within 

the victims’ community are disputed. Truth is a post-conflict by-product of the violence 

inflicted in a divided society by violent groups in two opposed communities. Although 

the truth is an important element for their own experiences of victimhood, most 

participants are sceptical of society’s capacity to reach a collectively agreed upon and a 

‘shared truth’ about the conflict.     

 

 

Truth as de-legitimisation of the terrorist narrative 

 

As argued by Sabucedo, Blanco and de la Corte (2003), terrorist groups create a historical 

narrative in which the responsibility of the violent ‘conflict’ is attributed to an external 

enemy. Such ‘external attribution of responsibility’ seeks to foster popular support for the 

political objectives of the terrorist group and to serve as justification for the attacks it has 

committed. To reinforce that justification, political violence is presented by the 

organisation as an inevitable response, a necessary reaction to a conflict instigated by the 

adversary or as an act of legitimate defence (Serranò, 2009, 78). In accordance with this 

logic, ETA’s narrative places the responsibility for the conflict on the Spanish State, 

describing it as an ‘armed confrontation’
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21 with two adversaries: the ‘repressive Spanish State’ and the ‘repressed Basque people’ 

(Aulestia, 1993; Mata, 1993).   

 

ETA’s victims strongly oppose this discourse which is also supported by the ‘abertzale 

left’ –the milieu of groups, structures, political and social players that have traditionally 

supported ETA’s violence; in effect, the victims portray ETA as a criminal organisation. 

In our study, interviewees stress how in the Basque Country there has never been a ‘two-

sided conflict’ but a long terrorist campaign that targeted Spanish democracy and its 

citizens:  

 

“In the Basque Country there are not two warring communities, there is no 

conflict here, we do not need a mediator, here the only thing that is required 

is that ETA lay down its arms and be involved in politics like everyone else. 

This is not [Northern] Ireland, this is not South Africa. Here there are not 

two communities. Here we are Basques, no more, that’s it. Basques, yes. 

There are Basques that go back many generations, others arrived later but 

here you do not distinguish whether one is Basque of seven generations or 

got here the day before yesterday. The conflict is fictitious, it is a lie.” 22  

 

Challenging the notion of a ‘two-sided conflict’ is essential for many of ETA’s victims 

as is clearly differentiating innocent people (victims of terrorism) from perpetrators 

(terrorists). To respond to the version of history constructed by ETA and its supporters, 
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many victims believe that a clear or objective truth must be told, a story that has two 

protagonists: murderers and victims:  

 

 

“Victims are those who were murdered for no reason – because ETA kills 

for no reason...and anyway, there is no reason for killing. Of course, they... 

– to call them something – they [are] murderers.” 23 

 

For victims and representatives of victims, the rejection of ETA’s and the Abertzale Left’s 

version of history is based on the conviction that victim and perpetrator can never be put 

on the same level since the perpetrator, by carrying out a criminal act, makes use of their 

own will. . For ETA’s victims it is therefore unacceptable to equate those who have 

suffered for being the unjustified target of a criminal act with those serving a sentence for 

having carried it out intentionally, or with those who were injured when a bomb they were 

assembling exploded (Alonso M., 2009:  11). 

Given the construction of the identity of victims in Spain and given the narrative that 

addresses this identity, without the de-legitimisation of the terrorist narrative -be it that 

of ETA, the extreme right-wing, or jihadist, along with their sympathisers- victims 

believe truth will never be achieved in Spain. The truth and the history of victims depend 

heavily on the de-legitimisation of the terrorist narrative, on the rejection of the 

manipulation of the history of violence (Alonso R., 2012): 

“Truth is telling the real story, what happened, not falsifying it, it means not 
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lying, it means not using instruments to spread the lie, do you understand? 

Truth can never be on their [the terrorists’ and their followers] side, never, 

[because] they have lied and they lie and they lie again and the story repeats 

itself. We must not legitimate their huge farce that has been so insistently 

sold [to us] throughout our recent history that this is a two-sided conflict 

with fatalities on both sides.” 24 

“I believe that the victims are innocent, all of those who were murdered are 

innocent and future generations must know the truth about what happened 

so that these mistakes will not be repeated and it is very important that the 

country’s history include this.”25 

 

Therefore, the representatives from victims groups who participated in this study 

demanded the right to truth which they consider to be not only an individual right but 

also a right of society as a whole. Consequently, truth is considered to be a fundamental 

and collective right that protects against the manipulation of the past.  

 

An attainable objective truth?  

 

In the UK perceptions of truth in the context of victimhood are fundamentally different 

from those that exist in Spain. It is acknowledged that the notion of truth, especially in 

NI is partial and limited (e.g. Smyth, 2003) and that each group (Republican and Loyalist) 

conceals their involvement in the conflict and with it the truth (Lawther, 2012).  
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Amongst the participants in NI, the concept of truth is entangled with that of blame. There 

is a general – and strategic – use of the idea of ‘partial truth’ to attribute blame onto the 

other community and to deny personal/in-group responsibility:  

 

“They won’t tell the whole truth.”26 

 

‘They’ are Republicans, Loyalists, the ‘Other’, depending on who is speaking and the 

‘Other’ is often assigned full responsibility for the conflict. Some representatives of 

victims acknowledge the impossibility of finding a consensual truth but they blame this 

on the political use of the victims’ discourse by the representatives of the other 

community:  

 

 

“For some people it’s a system they want in place that will hammer the 

security forces and ignore what the Republicans did.”27 

 

“Someone from the IRA for example they can say this and this happened 

but, are they going to tell the truth? Why would they?”28 

  

With the intention of building a ‘shared truth’ about the Troubles considerable effort has 

been made to develop truth recovery processes in this region (e.g. Bell, 2003). However, 

there has been no formal government-led truth process and just a variety of initiatives in 
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the form of public enquiries related to single events during the Troubles have been 

undertaken (Cory, 2003; Cory, 2004a; Saville, Hoyt and Toohey, 2010; Morland, 

Strachan and Burden, 2011; MacLean, 2010; Requa, 2007).  

 

Faced with the question of how important the truth is for victims of the Troubles, the 

majority of our respondents considered it to be a basic need. Truth was described in their 

accounts as a need for information in order to piece together an accurate representation 

of past injustices they and their families suffered: 

 

“Who killed my sons, my brother, my wife?”29 

  

For many interviewees, the truth about what happened could lead to the healing of the 

open wounds of the past, end the mourning and attain closure. Faced with the question of 

whether it would be better to attain the truth via a process of truth recovery, many 

respondents did not find that a truth recovery process in Northern Ireland could work at 

this moment in time. Some representatives of victim-led groups expressed their 

disagreement by using/showing violent imagery to illustrate its futility: 

   

“Does anyone expect the person who cut people up, butchered them, put bombs 

in bars to sit and tell the truth?30 
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Despite having highlighted the importance of truth for their own experiences of 

victimhood, participants were very sceptical that truth could be agreed upon publicly, that 

Northern Ireland’s society could reach a collective truth.  

 

 

Justice  

The definition of justice in the context of victimisation is inherently complex and the term 

carries many connotations both within and between contexts (i.e. Breen-Smyth, 2007; 

Doak and O’Mahoney, 2011; Mate, 2008; González Zorrilla and Díaz Bada, 2012). The 

analysis of the interview data highlights important differences between both contexts 

mainly regarding whether participants consider that there is room for alternatives to the 

traditional retributive justice approach such as, for example, that of restorative justice. On 

the one hand, in the Spanish sample, the dominant narrative from organisations of Spanish 

victims is shaped by concerns regarding retributive justice. On the other hand, in the 

United Kingdom, and especially in Northern Ireland, the narrative from victims’ 

organisations refers to both models of retributive and restorative justice. 

 

 

Justice as absence of impunity 

 

The concept of justice that emerges in the interviews carried out with the Spanish 

participants is very close to the notion of ‘retributive justice’: a theory of justice that 

considers penal punishment, if proportionate and assigned in the frame of the Rule of 
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Law, to be the best response to crime. In the accounts of interviewees, justice is an 

unequivocal need and a non-negotiable public right that a democratic state guarantees not 

only to victims of terrorism but all to members of society. In order to make this right 

effective for victims, perpetrators have to be investigated, tried and punished according 

to the principles of the Rule of Law. However, justice not only takes on the meaning of 

‘absence of impunity’ in the narrative of many victims of terrorism in Spain but also that 

of reparation for the unjust harm caused: 

  

“[we need] reparative justice in the broadest sense of the word. In short, to protect 

victims, to take care of them, to listen to them, to inform them and of course to avoid 

impunity.”31 

 

As reparation and assistance to victims of terrorism, especially since the nineteen nineties, 

have been a priority objective of the public policy of the Spanish Government, 

comprehensive legislation has been introduced to address this issue.32 Nevertheless, in 

most cases, the Spanish State has been able to ensure reparation, although it came very 

late:  

  

“Compensation also came late...they didn’t pay us until 2000, from 1986 

[the year of the attack] to 2000, that’s a lot of years!” 33 

 

However, justice understood as the investigation, trial and prosecution of culprits 

is complex and arguably difficult to achieve. Hundreds of incidences of murder 
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are still unsolved, some of which have exceeded the statute of limitations:34  

“We can imagine who my father’s murderer is, but there has not been a 

sentence, there is nothing. At that time he would have been a 19 or 20-year-

old guy when he killed my father and they didn’t manage to arrest him. It is 

outrageous because my case has exceeded the statute of limitations and 

nothing can be done now.” 35 

 

For many victims, whose cases are still unsolved, there is a sense of betrayal based on the 

realisation that the Spanish authorities have not delivered justice. In addition, the 

participant points out that allowing those responsible for terrorist activity to go 

unpunished has particular consequences for the victims (Lynch, Argomaniz, Serranò, 

2015):  

 

“Without justice there is nothing, you stop believing in everything, you have 

to think that those killed, our children, our parents, our siblings died 

because they were defending justice, were defending something that is 

supposed to be correct. So if there is no justice for the people who were 

killed for those beliefs you stop believing in everything.”36 

 

“we just want a little justice, so that the damage can be repaired and we 

do not have to live the rest of our lives with a sick feeling in our stomach.” 

37 
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Other interviewees claim that some sectors of society have expectations around the 

potential for victims to forgive the perpetrators and in effect seek to encourage them to 

end their demands for justice in order to build a society based on reconciliation (Alonso 

R., 2009). However, for most of the victims interviewed justice is a need that can never 

be replaced by forgiveness because the former belongs in the public domain while the 

latter is a private matter (Serranò, 2014).  

 

 

Retributive justice and restorative justice 

 

A central difference between approaches of retributive and restorative justice is whether 

victims are seen as central or peripheral to the process of resolving past injustices. While 

for retributive justice the victim is generally peripheral to the formal criminal process 

which focuses on establishing sanctions for the crime committed, restorative justice 

places the victim in a central position of this process, which is linked to fundamental 

truths of reconciliation and healing (Ellwanger, 2004).  

 

However other issues are of relevance in our efforts to understand the place of restorative 

and retributive justice post-conflict. In NI, due to the scale of the conflict, the difficulties 

policing the Troubles, the lack of usable evidence and the difficulty in defining ‘victims’, 

the likelihood of securing criminal convictions is negligible (Northern Ireland Affairs 

Committee, 2008). Additionally, the criminal justice system, as a tool of the State, is 
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contested, the police are viewed by some communities as inept and incapable and thus, 

the ability of police to work within these communities is limited (McEvoy & Mika, 2001). 

Therefore, it has long been recognised that an alternative conception of justice was needed 

in NI, one that was not intertwined with the conflict, nor reliant on the success of criminal 

convictions (O’Mahoney, 2012). 

 

As a solution for both the Loyalist and Republican communities, a community-based 

system of justice was considered as an option. As a result, in recent years, restorative 

principles began to emerge both within and outside of the criminal justice system in 

Northern Ireland (McCold, 2004). Restorative justice practices in Northern Ireland 

include victim-perpetrator mediation, education projects and cross-community initiatives 

(Gormally, 2006). Some community-based restorative justice schemes seek to mediate in 

neighbourhood disputes, implicitly limiting the role of legal professionals (McGrattan, 

2010). However, more serious violent crime remains the responsibility of the formal 

justice system. Restorative justice principles have been championed in an effort to foster 

intra- and inter-community dialogue and conflict transformation (i.e., Eriksson, 2008).  

 

In this project, amongst the Northern Irish participants, a distinction between restorative 

and retributive justice is made consistently throughout the interviews. In some accounts, 

the victims’ need for justice is associated with notions of retributive justice: ‘they want 

prosecutions’, ‘she is hoping that someone will be charged’. In general, representatives 

of victims evoked notions of retributive justice in their accounts of victims’ personal 

narratives and often report the ‘voices’ of family members:  
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 “She just wants to see justice for her son’s death, that’s all.”38 

 

“I was talking to a mother whose son was murdered and she said to me ‘I 

want who did this to my son to be put away, it’s not fair that I suffer and this 

person is free.’”39 

In other accounts, non-victim-related representatives discuss the broader notion of 

restorative justice: ‘it’s not necessarily about putting people behind bars’. In these cases, 

the respondent generally reported the viewpoint of victims as a collective (i.e. ‘families’), 

rather than evoking personal narratives:  

 

“And there are really mixed feelings amongst the families in that there are 

one or two families who don’t want anything for there to happen, there are 

one or two families who want absolute prosecution and there are a good 

deal of families in the middle who are so-so.”40 

  

In this discourse, justice is seen as a mechanism for restoring the moral framework of 

society after the conflict. These particular perceptions of justice are generally linked to 

generational issues: it is argued that we need this to repair the moral standard for future 

generations. The following is an example from a victim: 

 



In: Victims and Perpetrators of Terrorism: Exploring identities, roles and narratives. (London: 
Routledge, 2017: 18-37). Eds: Orla Lynch and Javier Argomaniz.  
 

 

28 

 

“I know what my young fella would say to me is ‘why weren't youse out shooting 

all round youse because it seems to me that the ones that are doing the shooting 

are getting rewarded' what do you say to the young bucks?”41 

 

In addition, usually for the reasons already mentioned, respondents tended to 

acknowledge that obtaining criminal convictions are unattainable given the challenges:  

 

“The likelihood of people being held to account is very unlikely.”42 

 

Nonetheless, some participants are convinced they have a right to justice:  

 

 “We are entitled to it; we don't owe anyone for that.”43 

  

“It's not necessarily going down the road of prosecution but it's not taking that 

right away from us. Someone saying you can't have that is an awful kick in the 

teeth because a lot of victims were murdered upholding the law so they believe 

they are entitled to that right.”44 

  

In the face of reality constraints, respondents discussed possible alternative avenues to 

address victims’ need for justice. Some spoke of documenting injustices and creating a 

version of history that is accurate from the viewpoint of victims. For others, however, 

documenting injustice is seen as an insufficient approach for dealing with the needs of 

victims: 



In: Victims and Perpetrators of Terrorism: Exploring identities, roles and narratives. (London: 
Routledge, 2017: 18-37). Eds: Orla Lynch and Javier Argomaniz.  
 

 

29 

 

 

“Some of the groups want to write a report on it, I don’t want to write a report, I 

want to give the woman what she wants.”45 

 

For representatives of victims, the notion of ‘justice’ was closely linked to the need to 

establish the identity of the perpetrators, to hold them accountable for past injustices and 

establishing criminal prosecutions for them. This would clearly define their role in the 

conflict in the eyes of those around them. In other words, by making the perpetrators of 

the violence visible, it would also be possible to clearly identify the victims.  

 

 

Conclusion  

 

In this chapter we have explored how victims of terrorism and political violence in the 

United Kingdom and Spain discussed, in their own voices, some of their social and 

political needs such as memory, truth and justice. These issues have been studied taking 

into account the different contexts of violence and the different representations of 

victimhood in both countries. 

From the interviews it can be concluded that the themes of memory, remembrance and 

memorialisation are closely intertwined with aspects of visibility and recognition.  It 

seems clear that offering victims the possibility of making their own experiences visible 

and sharing them with other people can be one way of dealing with their own personal 

trauma and attaining closure. Furthermore, learning about the testimony of victims can 
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also be enriching for the entire society. The visibility and recognition of victims find 

public expression in commemorative acts, in the creation of monuments, museums, 

plaques and other markers representing social memories (memorialisation). Conversely, 

invisibility can represent a traumatic experience for victims, potentially resulting in re-

victimisation.  

In the case of Northern Ireland there was little expectation of recognition and  of special 

treatment since the conceptions of memory, remembrance, and memorialisation reflect 

the deeply-divided visions present in Northern Ireland’s society. In the case of Spain, 

victims of terrorism linked the need for recognition and remembrance to another issue: 

the political significance of their victimhood. According to this principle, victims of 

terrorism contend that they deserve public recognition and remembrance for symbolising 

with their sacrifice the democratic values that terrorists abhor. Thus, remembering those 

injured and killed, their innocence and their suffering is an essential part of the identity 

of victims in Spain and regarded as a tool to de-legitimise terrorism. Memory can also be 

constructed as a moral duty for society and an instrument for building a shared future 

without violence for future generations. 

In the accounts given by victims in Northern Ireland truth is considered a basic need for 

obtaining information about what happened in order to piece together an accurate 

representation of past injustices they and their families suffered. However, although the 

truth is an important element for their own experiences of victimhood, most participants 

are sceptical of society’s ability to reach a collectively agreed upon and a ‘shared truth’ 

about the conflict. Interviewees tend to only report one side of the truth, a ‘partial truth’ 
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which mirrors the traditional division of the conflict in Northern Ireland. When faced with 

the question of whether it would be better to achieve a collective truth via the process of 

truth recovery, many respondents did not believe that this process in Northern Ireland 

could work at this moment in time.  

 

In the discourse of ETA’s victims of terrorism in Spain, exposing the truth about the past 

is considered a fundamental instrument in the de-legitimisation of the terrorists’ rhetoric 

and a mechanism to prevent the success of their narrative. On the other hand, an absence 

of truth is regarded as a source of re-victimisation on an individual level that prevents 

victims from achieving closure and healing.  

 

Justice for victims of terrorism in Spain means recognising the violation of their rights 

and providing reparation for the harm suffered. Likewise, justice for victims means the 

arrest, trial and sanction of those responsible for the crimes committed according to the 

principles of the Rule of Law. In addition, the justice that victims of terrorism in Spain 

demand can be equated to the absence of impunity.  

 

It must be stressed that different forms and perceptions of justice exist in each particular 

context. Spanish victims of terrorism adhere to a narrative that seeks retributive justice as 

a method to ensure the sanction of perpetrators. In Northern Ireland, however, the debate 

is more wide-ranging with efforts to focus on restorative practices that aim to build 

bridges between communities, perpetrators and victims but which also attempts to 

exclude certain individuals (usually the perpetrators) from the category of victim.  
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Therefore it is clear that the social and political needs of victims of terrorism are shaped 

by the context of the violence experienced. There exist divergent socio-political 

landscapes and different complex narratives of history with implications for the future 

separating both case studies. These have an influence on the ways in which victims 

understand their victimhood and their needs, in particular with regard to visibility, 

recognition, memory, remembrance, memorialisation, truth and justice.  
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