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Why is a Historical Clarification Commission needed?
1. The last time that the Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey published results about attitudes to truth recovery was in 2004. The responses were revealing: only small minorities trusted the British and Irish governments, the churches, victims’ groups, the Northern Ireland Assembly or judges to administer a truth recovery process. A Historical Clarification Commission would be different – it could be run primarily by professionally trained historians with input from political scientists, sociologists, journalists and legal scholars. 
2. It is actually the gaping hole in all previous attempts to address the issue. For example, the Eames-Bradley Report’s 190 pages of text - a report which purported to be a 'Consultative Group on the Past' – never used the word 'historian'.

3. Historians should lead, if only because their first and primary training and responsibility is to research and uncover the past for its own sake. That is the basis of their professional training and they are much cheaper than lawyers. While it would be the task of the relevant public authority to appoint personnel, the Commission would entail the payment of academic and journalistic salaries rather than retaining teams of barristers and solicitors. 
4. The Historical Clarification Commission could square the circle as regards what the main political parties are demanding as long as they are willing to compromise on their end goals. For Sinn Féin it can provide an independent, international body; though that would not be the UN. It would meet the SDLP’s demand for a ‘robust’ mechanism to deal with the past.
5. An Archive relating to the conflict could be created that would bring together all relevant documentary material and testimonies. The initiative would be tied to a clear historical narrative in the form of a published record (the Commission Report) and thus could ease unionist fears of a ‘rewriting of history’.
6. It would also address the concern of others that a purely legal and juridical approach would simply hold the state to account and not address the experience of 30 years of terrorist violence

7. The Commission Report and Archive would help to highlight victims’ experiences and throw light on unresolved crimes and killings. It could emphasise the dignity inherent in victims’ stories and would not require them to reconcile themselves to the stories of perpetrators.
Why is a Commission Report necessary?
8. The narrative history should be seen as essential to this project. This would be an authoritative account of the Northern Irish conflict. As with all histories it can never be complete and will, in time, be open to revision or at least reconsideration. However, it will be based on the available empirical evidence and will present a robust and as comprehensive as possible consideration of the Troubles.
What if paramilitaries or the two states decide to withhold participation?
9. Paramilitary involvement or the withholding of information on the part of the British and Irish states would be neither necessary nor sufficient to the completion of this history. The idea of a primary historical narrative is to avoid the kind of ‘whataboutery’ and relativizing of the past that has marred Northern Ireland’s transition from conflict to peace for so long.
10.  While the resulting document may, of course, be open to criticism it will have been conducted according to the highest possible standards of historical research and any questioning of its credibility will need to provide more robust arguments. 

How might participation be facilitated?
11. The Commission could acquire evidence from perpetrators of violence in a similar way to the protected immunity precedent set by the Bloody Sunday Inquiry. In other words, this evidence would not be permissible in any future legal proceedings. The Commission could, in this way, help to address unionist concerns that the juridical process is being abused to render culpability for the conflict mainly on the security forces.
12. Of course, victims’ groups would be completely happy with this proposal; but it would have the benefit of avoiding the kind of amnesty proposals suggested by others. Bringing a guillotine on judicial processes will not stop the legacies of hurt and, rather than imposing a silence or a line in the sand, it may well have a counter-effect of leading to much more mobilization of opinion and mythologization of the past.
What might a process of historical clarification look like?
13. We believe that the two main products arising from a Historical Clarification Commission will be a documentary history based on evidence gleaned from the public record and an archival depository that will house records and testimonies.
14. Accessibility should be taken into account in any decision as regards the location of this archival depository.
15. The deposition of documentation by the (two) Governments would mean that copies would be retained but selectively released on the grounds of confidentiality and personal safety. These are issues that institutions such as the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland (PRONI) deal with on a daily basis and are not insurmountable. What will/can be deposited is a political decision for the two Governments. The process of release should be open to periodic review.
16. Sensitive files (such as security service files) should not be released. However, the relevant material – as the Keith Jeffery and Christopher Andrew precedents confirm – might be available to a respected historian to review and to publish reports on intelligence matters which will feed in to the overall process.

17. Again, institutions such as PRONI deploy a range of auditing procedures and similar methods should be used in working with oral testimonies – transcription, for example, will need to be accurately rendered; anonymity will need to be guaranteed and protected where it is needed; and a review, evaluation and approval process will need to be set out. Such a checklist of good practice is standard for public archives and university research ethics procedures and the compilation and administration of a Troubles archive would not differ substantially from common protocols. We believe that this procedure might help to navigate the kind of legal problems associated with dealing with testimony that has blighted the Boston College oral history project.
18. The Historical Clarification Commission can produce recommendations as to the ways in which history is worked through, commemorated and taught in Northern Ireland. This would not preclude television and radio documentaries and a broad pedagogic programme to be included in the national curriculum. This could also draw in local history projects which could engage on the principles already established by the Northern Ireland Community Relations Council.
How is a Historical Clarification Commission different from a truth commission? 

19. Typically truth commissions run in one of two ways, neither of which is applicable to Northern Ireland, in our view: 

a. Firstly, a truth and retribution process is established to punish offenders for killings and violence. Examples of this model are the processes followed by several Latin American countries during the 1980s. These tend to be predicated on a courtroom-style process that would be difficult to pursue in Northern Ireland given the reluctance of any of the paramilitary groupings or state forces to comply willingly to present trials and inquests – see Judge Smithwick’s criticism of IRA participation.
b. Secondly, a truth and reconciliation commission works to grant amnesty to perpetrators in return for information about crimes. The example here is South Africa. In this case victims are required to reconcile themselves to an amnesty process which is calibrated in accordance with the stories of the perpetrators; for instance, gendered violence fell outside the remit of the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission.

20. A Historical Clarification Commission would work to robust, ethical and professional standards; its ‘truth’ would be that of empirically minded social scientists and historians. While truth recovery posits antagonists against each other with the inevitable outcome being linked closely to who can tell the best story or deploy the most effective lawyers, historical clarification provides for the best means of taking the past out of contemporary politics. 
Why would a Historical Clarification Commission be more efficient than alternative proposals?

21. By establishing an archive to house conflict-related evidence, a Historical Clarification Commission could help to rationalise the Freedom of Information process; it could relieve pressure on the judicial process; and it could remove the past as an immediate issue of party politics.

22. In the immediate fallout from the Smithwick Tribunal, Liam Clarke asked the valid question of whether that was how the Troubles would be ‘settle[d] – largely behind closed doors among lawyers, with only the state accountable’ (Tribunal findings could set dangerous and costly precedent’, Belfast Telegraph, 5 December, p.31). A historical approach suggests an alternative based in the uncovering, interrogation and publication of evidence according to an open process of historical clarification.
23. The idea that historians endlessly circle around debates is misleading: Political historians have reached a broad consensus, for example, on the origins of the Troubles – while emphases differ on the importance of particular events, actions or omissions, structuralist explanations and the idea that the conflict was somehow inevitable are not entertained. Recent work, for example, by Simon Prince and Geoffrey Warner (‘5 October 1968 and the Beginning of the Troubles: Flashpoints, Riots and Memory’, Irish Political Studies, 27 (3), pp.394-410) argues that while human agency ‘still mattered’, we need to look at how events transpired in complex and unintended ways: ‘Whenever an individual did something, his or her acts – whatever had been intended – were reinterpreted by other individuals, who then reacted in often unanticipated ways and changed the contexts within which the first individual thought and acted’ (2012b, p. 395).

24. This approach leads to a further deconstruction of  notions of the Northern Irish past or its seemingly primordial and atavistic ‘conflict’ – for instead of seeing the violence as something inevitable and self-contained, the Prince and Warner model looks instead towards (horrifying) interconnected strands of action and reaction.  This is not about goodies and baddies or pointing blame but understanding the past in its most comprehensive way.
25. The archive will bring together not only primary but also secondary historical evidence to enable researchers to complete this task; that archive will then become a site of engagement by historians, teachers, the media and the public. 
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