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1. Introduction 

Thank you for the invitation to give the second Una O’Higgins O’Malley Memorial Lecture.  It 

feels right to jump in at the deep end with a few lines from her poem Twentieth Century 

Revisited: 

 
Maybe this blood-stained century 
 
Now should be granted leave of absence 
 
Or amnestied in mothballs, 
 
And the indomitable Irishry of North and South 
 
Should gaze into the faces of their children 
 
And not their ancestors 

While planning.1 

 

After many, many late night hours as co-facilitator of the Glencree Survivors and Former 

Combatants Programme (2002-2008) I have some understanding of the deep personal loss in 

which this poetic plea was grounded.  On her 75th birthday, under the telling heading 

“Learning to forgive the unforgiveable”, The Irish Times reminded us that Una O'Higgins 

O'Malley was driven “to a life of relentless campaigning for reconciliation’ by ‘[t]he Civil War 

savagery which resulted in the murder of her father and grandfather” (25 Jan 2002). 

 

It also feels appropriate - in the spirit of decades of challenging dialogues at Glencree - to 

continue with a troubling question: why is it so difficult for most of us to follow in her 

footsteps, to let go of ‘blood-stained’ centuries, on this green and orange tinted island and 

beyond?  I suspect that this difficulty to ‘grant leave of absence’ of painful pasts is intertwined 

with the struggle to “gaze into the faces of [our] children and not [our] ancestors”.  And I am 

more and more convinced that at the root of this resistance to future-oriented, lasting 

reconciliation lies a dynamic that has been highlighted by somebody who, for most of his life, 

embodied the opposite of what Una O’Higgins O’Malley devoted her life to.  While she was 

                                                           
1 Quoted in London Times, 18 Jan 2006 
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passionately advocating the need for bridge-building across historical divides on this island, 

Rev. Ian Paisley retorted: “Bridges and traitors are the same for they are trying to reach the 

other side”.2   

 

Closer to home, in South Africa and in my own family, I am also struck by the contrast between 

Una O’Higgins O’Malley’s counter-cultural response to the murders of her father and 

grandfather and how my father reacted to the political assassination of his father, former 

apartheid era Prime Minister H. F. Verwoerd.  And I hear echoes of Rev. Paisley in my father’s 

accusation that I am a traitor because I joined the “communist-inspired, black power” African 

National Congress (ANC) as part of my commitment to racial reconciliation in South Africa.  

 

In this lecture I draw on this personal experience and my professional journeying with former 

combatants and survivors from the conflict in and about Northern Ireland, South Africa and 

Israel-Palestine.  While I am strongly inclined to disagree with my father’s and Rev. Paisley’s 

political views, I do think they are drawing attention to a vital obstacle to sustainable peace, 

namely the oft neglected connection between betrayal and reconciliation-as-bridge-building.  

I begin to explore the troubling dynamics of betrayal typically evoked when former enemies 

dare to reach across deep, bloody, centuries-old political divides.3  As a ‘participatory 

facilitator’ on this island and in South Africa I learnt that I cannot ask participants to go to 

places that I am not willing to go myself.4  I therefore ‘gaze into the faces’ of my grandfather, 

Oupa Hendrik, and father, Wilhelm, in pursuit of the elusive possibility that blinding, 

imprisoning ‘sacred bonds’ with our ancestors can be transformed.  For the sake of our 

children and grandchildren.      

 

 

 

 

                                                           
2 Quoted in Avishai Margalit, On Betrayal, Harvard University Press, 2017, p. 222 
3 I share key insights from a Beyond Dehumanisation international research project (2012-2014), co-facilitated 

with Alistair Little and Brandon Hamber, which gathered practical wisdom from reconciliation practitioners and 

former combatants/survivors in South Africa, Israel-Palestine and from the conflict in and about Northern 

Ireland.  Quotes are from transcripts of reflective workshops and interviews held during this project. 
4 I am grateful to many participants and colleagues from this island, especially my main mentor and close friend 

Alistair Little.  
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2. Dynamics of betrayal: breaking ‘sacred bonds’ 

Let me begin with a few examples.  In South Africa I work closely with Themba Lonzi.  He was 

an ANC-aligned anti-apartheid youth activist in the 1980s and through a long “healing of 

memories” process in the 1990s became a dedicated reconciliation-with-justice practitioner.  

Reflecting on this difficult, ongoing journey during an international Beyond Dehumanisation 

research project he stated: 

 

You feel like you are betraying your community and your people by empathising with 

someone you see as an enemy. [Your] people get angry with you. They will say ‘you're 

turning soft now, you're soft. 

 

I am also thinking of Chen Alon, the inspirational co-founder of Combatants for Peace.5 

Despite a strong Zionist socialisation, having lost family members in the Holocaust, he reached 

a point where he refused to serve as a soldier in the Occupied Territories. He became 

convinced that it would be in the interests of everyone peacefully to change the injustice of 

the Occupation. Thus working with the enemy, however, broke powerful taboos in his own 

community:  

 

A few years earlier I couldn't even have imagined doing this. Initially I was terrified. 

You know I was the son. My parents were proud of their son, a major serving in a 

combatant unit. All the friends and the family were proud of me. When I told my 

parents that I am about to form Combatants for Peace the first thing that my mother 

asked me was, ‘Isn't that dangerous for you?’ 

 

This working with the enemy was something exceptionally dangerous for her: to be 

banned, not to belong to society, not to belong to the mainstream, to the 

narrative...not to belong to the ‘US’. 

 

                                                           
5 See www.cfpeace.org and their inspiring sister organisation The Parents’ Circle-Family Forum comprising 

Israeli and Palestinian survivors committed to “breaking the cycles of blood” that cost the lives of their loved 

ones (www.theparentscircle.com). 

http://www.cfpeace.org/
http://www.theparentscircle.com/
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A very close friend of my parents said to my father, ‘I saw the name of your son in the 

newspaper, but let's not get into it because you know what I think. I think they should 

put them against the wall and shoot all of them, all these traitors.’ 

 

Then there is Rachel McMonagle, a young Protestant from Derry.  Her father was in the Ulster 

Defence Regiment (UDR) of the British Army and narrowly escaped a number of attacks by 

the IRA and related armed groups.  I’ll never forget Rachel tearfully sharing how, as a five-

year-old, she once rushed in between her father and a masked man with a gun, pleading, 

“please don’t shoot my daddy, please don’t shoot my daddy!”  Years later she became a youth 

worker.  She realised that she couldn’t expect young people to reach across this divide if she 

was not willing to do the same, to meet her enemies.  She related how this kind of meeting, 

at Glencree, initially evoked a strong feeling sense of betrayal: 

[For] me it was a real personal choice and a real personal journey that I needed to go 

and sit down with people to understand why things happened and why things were 

the way they were in Northern Ireland. So that's when I went on my first storytelling 

workshop.  [B]eing in that space with people who were really willing to just listen was 

so important for me. 

It wasn't until I came home from that residential that I felt a real sense of betrayal. A 

real sense that I had been in a room with people who potentially were part of the 

organisations that were willing to kill my father. I had a feeling of betrayal of myself 

and I had a feeling of betrayal towards my father. 

There is also Gerry Foster, a former member of the Irish National Liberation Army (INLA). He 

opposed the cease-fire agreement of the early 1990s but eventually, reluctantly became 

involved in the non-violent political process to achieve his political goal of a united Ireland.  

From the start he was involved in the Glencree Former Combatants Programme that I co-

ordinated from mid-2002.  A few years later, during a weekend workshop at Glencree, he had 

his first encounter with a group of elderly family members of British soldiers killed by the IRA 

and the INLA.  This encounter for the first time really brought home the suffering of the 

enemy.  Afterwards Gerry was furious with me for inviting him.  He hated feeling like a traitor. 
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It was after that weekend at Glencree that I really felt the strong sense of betrayal. It 

was really frightening.  I was up at my dad’s grave and they’re feet apart, the INLA plot 

is near enough next to it. I was looking down at the names on INLA graves, most of the 

names I knew. I was thinking by myself ‘What would they think of me now; what would 

they be thinking of what I’m doing?’ I felt ‘I let youse down, lads.’ That was a part that 

was really strong within me, that I am not only letting them’uns down. I am letting 

myself down. 

These examples highlight for me the complexity and the universality of the dynamics of 

betrayal. Having this wide frame of reference helps me when I am faced again with my father’s 

anger at my “disloyalty”, given continuing strong criticism of his father in my recently 

published book Verwoerd: My Journey through Family Betrayals (Tafelberg, 2019).  However, 

I remain troubled by my father’s accusation. Why does a part of me still feel like a traitor 

when I accept that there is a lot of blood on the hands of Oupa (grandpa) Verwoerd, widely 

known as the ‘Architect of Apartheid’? 

I suspect more and more that this sense of family betrayal is linked to the bloodiness of the 

two attempts on his life.  On 9 April 1960, while giving a speech in Johannesburg, Prime 

Minister Verwoerd was shot twice in the face by an English-speaking white South African, 

David Pratt.  From my grandmother’s diary of that time I learnt how doctors, my family and 

many Christian Afrikaner supporters interpreted his highly unlikely and speedy recovery as a 

“miracle” from God, as a sign that his policies were divinely sanctioned and an affirmation of 

his “higher calling”.  Only a few months after Pratt’s attack Verwoerd was back in the saddle, 

with a renewed commitment to lead South Africa into becoming a Republic, on 31 May 1961.  

The sacrificial blood of previous generations, especially during the “Anglo-Boer” War (South 

African War, 1899-1902), inspired him to play his huge role in achieving the Afrikaners’ 

cherished Republican ideal.  On the fifth birthday of the Republic of South Africa, 31 May 

1966, this theme of sacrificial blood featured prominently: 

 

Our state is founded on sacrifice.  The blood of courageous men, courageous women 

moistened the surface of our land.  In the life of a nation these sacrifices burn like a 

fire, a fire that can never be extinguished.  It flames up again and again when 

difficulties arise, even though it subsides in between.  This fire, which steels the hearts 
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of people, will preserve us.  We will continue to devote ourselves, with heart and hand, 

to our volk (nation) and our fatherland. 

A few months later, on 6 September 1966, the dagger of a parliamentary messenger, Dimitri 

Tsafendas, achieved what Pratt’s bullets were unable to.  In her dairy Ouma (grandma) Betsie 

remembered: “This was such a great speech, so full of beautiful ideas, so from the heart… You 

talk about the sweat and blood of previous generations – little did you know that just three 

months later to these your life blood would be added.” (4 June 1967) (my emphases).   

Why are the bonds forged by this life blood so powerful?  The Beyond Dehumanisation Project 

deepened my understanding of the strength of blood bonds.  As colleague Brandon Hamber6 

put it: 

[S]ometimes the issue of betrayal is so difficult because of the sacred nature of our 

engagements in conflict issues. So if you lose a loved one, for example, normally what 

happens in that process is that we engage in a set of sacred bonds with that person: 

‘whatever happens, the truth will come out’; ‘one day justice will be done’.  

Those bonds are really sacred. They're not just about loyalty. They're beyond loyalty. 

We feel the same way about our ideologies, whatever that might be. There's a sort of 

sacredness about the way we make those connections – ‘Ireland will be freed!’ or ‘the 

British Union will be protected’. These are sacred things. And the problem is that one 

can't ever properly break those bonds yourself.  Because if you're making the bond 

with some comrade who has died, they can never release you from that bond… 

This point of entry helps me to grasp the inviolability of Ouma Betsie’s bond with Oupa 

Hendrik.  It brings into sharper focus the intensity of my father’s ongoing bond with his father.  

In her dairy Ouma sometimes addresses Oupa as “Pappa” [daddy], a term of endearment in 

a patriarchal culture.  I can imagine both Pa and Ouma solemnly declaring, “Pappa, we will 

protect and honour your legacy, whatever the world might say about you!  We will never 

forget your contribution to the freedom of our volk.”  Oupa alone can declare this sanctified 

                                                           
6 John Hume and Thomas P. O'Neill Chair in Peace, Incore, Ulster University 
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promise as fulfilled.  But he is dead.  And the surviving family’s unwritten covenant with him 

is sealed by his life blood.  It is an unbreakable commitment.  A sacred bond. 

Brandon employs the word “sacred” in a secular, metaphorical sense to capture the 

remarkable potency of these bonds with our dead.  “Sacred” conveys a weightiness and a 

strength that go beyond loyalty.  However, I am convinced that one cannot fully fathom the 

depth of these bonds without also understanding “sacred” in a more traditional, religious 

sense.  After all, Oupa, Ouma, Pa, Ma and I were born into the Judeo-Christian religious and 

cultural traditions in which blood rituals have very deep roots indeed. 

Ouma Betsie’s dairy clearly shows her cultural-religious identification with the nation of Israel.  

Her church was the church of a “volk” that regarded themselves as a covenantal people.  In 

her faith tradition solemn words are insufficient to forge a true covenant, a bloodless 

covenant is not real. 

Then he sent young Israelite men, and they offered burnt offerings and sacrificed 

young bulls as fellowship offerings to the Lord.  Moses took half of the blood and put 

it in bowls, and the other half he splashed against the altar.  Then he took the Book of 

the Covenant and read it to the people. They responded, ‘We will do everything the 

Lord has said; we will obey.’ Moses then took the blood, sprinkled it on the people and 

said, “This is the blood of the covenant that the Lord has made with you in accordance 

with all these words. (Exodus 24:5-8). 

By the time that this ancient text was transmitted to Afrikaans-speaking Christian Nationalists 

like Ouma and I, this blood ritual was no longer literally understood.  The blood in the 

covenant ritual was replaced by the pietistic, symbolic “blood of Jesus”, which nevertheless 

retained the traditional power to exclude the Other. 

Theologian Robert Schreiter stresses this group formation role of the blood ritual in Exodus:  

The blood traced a line around the motley band of slaves and made of them something 

special.  And that blood became for the Hebrews more than the blood of young 

livestock; it became the blood that made of them a family, that gave them a shared 

substance of life and purpose – a shared substance that did not begin or end with any 
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individual, but was part of a great stream carrying them from one generation to the 

next.  It made them important to one another and to God.7 

Every sentence in this quotation can be applied to Ouma Betsie’s diaries, to the self-

perception of the Afrikaners, as a “Chosen People”.8  The bond between members of the 

“white tribe” I was born into was indeed like a family bond.  And “family is a bond of blood 

that cannot be broken”, as aunt Annatjie Boshoff stated in a conversation with me a few years 

ago.  Especially when the blood sacrificed is not that of young livestock, but of a person – a 

political leader, a representative of the volk.  Like a HF Verwoerd. 

As Dr. Verwoerd put it on 31 May 1966: “Our state is founded on sacrifice.  The blood of 

courageous men, courageous women moistened the surface of our land.” (My emphasis). 

 “May his death contribute to the realization of our ideals as a nation,” Ouma Betsie wrote 

twelve days after his assassination, “bringing us together in tight-knit unity.” (18 September 

1966) 

This bond of blood between Dr. Verwoerd, his family and his volk family was more than a 

constitutional connection.  The two bloody attacks on his life provided enough blood to 

sprinkle on a shared sense of wounded self-respect following the Boers’s defeat in the South 

African war. 

Biblical blood rituals are of course not literally at stake here.  But my sense is that the 

symbolism of sacrificial blood not only played a significant role in the formation of a 

nationalistic self-understanding among people like my grandparents and parents.  It also 

helped them to give meaning to Oupa’s bloody death.  The metaphorical use of Mosaic blood 

rituals thus becomes an important key to decipher my ancestors’ use of blood language, 

including the strength of bonds of blood between them and Dr. Verwoerd.  We are dealing 

with a covenantal, consecrated connection.   

A key difference is that the life blood sprinkled over the Hebrews in Exodus was that of a 

sacrificial animal.  Oupa was not a young bull, even though his followers regarded him as 

innocent, without blemish and literally their representative.  The life blood Dr. Verwoerd 

                                                           
7 R. J. Schreiter, In Water and Blood: A Spirituality of Hope and Solidarity, Orbis, 1988,  p.17.    

8 See H. Gilliomee, The Afrikaners, Tafelberg, 2004. 
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referred to in his speech and which Ouma mentioned in her diary was human blood.  It seems 

to me that the bond of blood formed by, for example, Oupa’s death was even stronger than 

was the case with ritualised animal blood.  After all, upon completion of the Mosaic blood 

ritual the group did not owe anything to the sacrificed animal that had given his life.  

The dynamic of indebtedness reminds me of a revealing entry in Ouma’s diary.  In October 

1964 Voortrekker Press and Dagbreek Press offered a holiday home on the bank of the Vaal 

River as a gift to the Verwoerds.  Ouma writes about a conversation with a leading publisher, 

Marius Jooste: 

I said: ‘But we will be so deeply indebted.’ With a laugh: ‘Debt?  My dear Mrs. 

Verwoerd, if we have to talk about debt, how will we ever be able to pay off the debt 

we owe to your husband?” (18 October 1964). 

The life of Dr. Verwoerd as a political leader already resulted in an unpayable debt of gratitude 

amongst his followers, especially given his vital role in the constitutional realization of their 

ideal of freedom. 

South Africa becoming a Republic was also about much more than the achievement of a 

political goal.  It gave meaning to the deaths of previous generations, people who had given 

their lives for this ideal.  Thanks to Dr. Verwoerd the “sacrifices” of “courageous men, 

courageous women” were not in vain.  But then he went further.  His blood was violently 

added to that intergenerational, covenantal stream.  “He sacrificed his life blood for us!”, I 

can hear his supporters declare with passionate conviction and unquantifiable gratitude.     

Thus, the death of Dr. Verwoerd made the bond of indebtedness between him and his volk 

family even more unbreakable.  

In my experience the powerful appeal of bonds of blood also has to do with cherished 

memories.  A final September 1994 entry in Ouma Betsie’s diary reads as follows:  

“‘Something incredibly beautiful has passed’…The lovely smell of good memories will remain 

as long as we live, no matter what others are saying.” 
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This entry reminds me of Alistair Little’s response when Brandon referred to “sacred bonds” 

during one of the reflective workshops as part of the Beyond Dehumanisation Project:   

How do you break the bonds of conditioning that you feel are not allowing you to be 

who you really are without damaging relationships or... destroying memories. You 

have memories of your loyalty. You have memories, your sacred memories of people 

that you knew that are dead or of the past, of your history. How do you continue to 

live and create a future where you have changed without completely destroying those 

memories that other people that are close of you still hold dear? 

This is most likely another reason why genuine love of the enemy is very rare:  this love 

endangers sanctified memories.  Empathy across enemy lines can easily shatter a precious 

memory of a loved one. 

This language of “enemies” suggests another reason why Pa struggles so much to agree with 

my conviction that love of enemy should be prioritised above love of (blood) family.  As a 

young white, Afrikaner, Dutch Reformed person I knew who “our” enemies were – black 

“terrorists”, supporters of the “communist ANC” and “rioters” like Themba.  They all were 

perceived as external threats to “us”, the various cultural-religious “families” that gave me a 

sense of belonging.  Now, what happens if one of “us” becomes one of “them”?  How can I 

expect my father to love an enemy if that enemy is his son?  

Some of the former IRA participants in the Beyond Dehumanisation Project explained this 

difference between “easy” and “difficult” enemies as follows:   

[W]e had the visible and the ‘easy enemy’, if you want to call it, which would have 

been the British who came in to the country, they partitioned the country. But the 

more difficult enemy would be the Unionist [Protestant] population that live here in 

the North of Ireland, because they're just like us.  I was never brought up to see them 

as an enemy because they were my friends, my friends' friends. 

…It's more emotionally difficult, also within the loyalist [Protestant] community, with 

people in our [Republican] communities who have killed their own people, even if it 

was accidentally. It's easier to deal with the trauma inflicted from without than the 

stuff we actually inflicted on ourselves.  The bridge between Republicans and Loyalists 
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might be longer, but seems to be easier spanned than the smaller bridge within our 

own community”. 

According to Alistair the difficulty of building this “smaller bridge” has to do with “sacred 

bonds”:  

I think this notion of sacredness and bonds also has something to do with how we've 

been conditioned - going along with the group or going along with the cause.  

Betraying all of that, betraying all of what you've been conditioned to believe is the 

right thing to do, feels like breaking ‘sacred bonds’.  If you speak out against this 

conditioning you're ‘supporting the enemy’ or you're ‘agreeing with the enemy’. And 

therefore the blood of your friends, your community is not only on the hands of the 

enemy, this blood is also on your hands, because you're supporting those who did the 

killing. (My emphasis). 

This insight helps me understand why Pa and some family members were so upset when I 

joined the ANC in the early 1990s and again with the publication of the recent Family 

Betrayals book.  For them Oupa’s blood not only flows in my veins, Dr. Verwoerd’s blood is 

also on my hands.     

3. Conflicting family loyalties 

I’m far from finished with my current attempt more fully to understand Pa’s experience of me 

as disloyal to his father and even as betraying family and volk.  I have some sense of why it 

will always be very difficult for Pa to understand me in turn, but that does not mean I can 

avoid disagreeing with him. Or fail to point out, humbly, why I really do not see myself as a 

traitor.  For my growing relationships with black South Africans, like Themba Lonzi and Pumla 

Gobodo-Madikizela, have strengthened my fundamental criticism of his beloved father as 

political leader, and the policies and practices I supported into my early 20s.    

How different was my childhood as a white child.  I never had to worry that a brother or my 

mother with a slightly darker skin tone could suddenly be placed in another racial category.  

Never was I afraid that these family members would be moved a hundred kilometres away, 

with all the added pain that came with being declared “non-white” - the astonishing power 

of people like me implementing Apartheid laws radically to alter the lives and fortunes of 
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individuals and families of colour.  This family fragmentation is of course linked to the migrant 

labour system - men, used as cheap labour on the mines, not being allowed to bring their 

families with them, going back to the “homelands” once a year, starting new families in the 

cities.  Not to mention the many women of colour who helped to raise white children, while 

living without their own children in their employer’s backyard.  What price did their children, 

their families pay as a result?   

And then there is the family impact of youth resistance in the 1970s and the 1980s - the vortex 

of bloody conflict between generations when youth took the lead in the townships in the 

struggle against Apartheid, thus also challenging traditional relations with older generations. 

This is family betrayal that me and my ancestors share responsibility for: the betrayal of the 

family as an institution; apartheid also amounted to systemic family betrayal.  Furthermore, 

those of us daring to call ourselves Christians are also faced with this painful truth: according 

to our faith people like Themba and their blood relatives are also members of the “body of 

Christ”, children of the same Father (Mother).  It is this family of faith that has been betrayed 

by us Christian Nationalist Afrikaners, including Oupa Hendrik.  Last but certainly not least is 

the betrayal of the inviolable connection between South Africans of all shades as members of 

one human family.  Apartheid was after all a crime against humanity.   

The plot thickens when I listen to the language of betrayal increasingly being used by black 

South Africans against their ANC leaders, especially amongst the younger generations.  It is 

very disturbing to hear, for example, former President Mandela being described as a “sell-

out” – for “compromising too much” in 1994, thus contributing, 25 years later, to growing 

anger about the glaring absence of real socio-economic transformation of Apartheid.   

However, for me the key challenge to South Africans that look like me is this: was it really 

people like President Mandela who betrayed the ideals of the liberation movement, or has 

young black South Africans’ sense of political betrayal more to do with the superficial embrace 

of “Madiba” in post-1994 South Africa by those racialized as white?  To what extent does my 

all too comfortable ‘post-apartheid’ acceptance of the generosity of spirit of a smiling, 

grandfatherly President Mandela contribute to the disillusionment of younger South Africans 

of colour with “Mandela the sell-out”?  How much of this sense of betrayal amongst President 

Mandela’s grandchildren is the result of Verwoerd’s children and grandchildren not facing up 
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to what Apartheid really was about - living in post-1994 South Africa without taking 

restitutional responsibility for the multi-layered family betrayals of this evil system?  

This kind of questioning is, again, putting serious strain on my relationship with Pa Wilhelm.  

My joining the ANC, the “Afrikaners’ enemy”, in the early 1990s led to a decade of silent 

distance between us, with me not being welcome in our family home. Gradually, tentatively 

we reached a point of agreeing to disagree, to the huge relief of my mother.  While working 

on Verwoerd: My Journey through Family Betrayals I was worried that the wee rebuilt bridge 

between me and my dad will not be strong enough to hold my deepening understanding of 

the pervasive, dehumanising legacies of Apartheid (and colonialism).  This bridge within my 

biological family has indeed become rather wobbly again with the publication of this book.  

Thus I am faced again with what appears to be a genuine dilemma for those who are deeply 

committed to transforming political violence: if I embark on a journey beyond the 

dehumanisation of those I used to hate, then I betray those I continue to love; if I refuse to 

betray family, friends, community in pursuit of the humanisation of former enemies, then I 

am not true to my deepest values, then I betray myself.  For those convinced of the need to 

humanise (former) enemies the tough choice seems to be: betray “us” or betray yourself, 

betray your “blood” family or betray your human family. 

While this profound sense of inner conflict between family type loyalties needs to be taken 

seriously, I am grateful to so many fellow peace cultivators for giving me hope, for embodying 

the possibility of journeying through and beyond betrayals. 

4. Beyond betrayals 

In my own case this journey in South Africa continues to be midwifed, mostly, by those on the 

receiving end of Oupa’s policies.  It is for me a beautiful, liberating irony that people like 

Themba Lonzi have assured me repeatedly: “We don’t want you to reject your grandfather; 

in our culture we respect our ancestors.  The real question is: what are you willing to do with 

us, also as a grandson, to address the consequences of Verwoerdian Apartheid?”   

Closer to your home and your families on this troubled island there is, of course, the 

grandfatherly Rev. Paisley whose more inclusive political leadership towards the end of his 

life contradicted his own earlier, hard-line rejection of bridge-building.  But here I want to 

focus briefly on a story of hope from a younger generation.   
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During the Beyond Dehumanisation project Rachel McMonagle described what happened 

after that first storytelling residential at Glencree: 

[E]ntering into a [storytelling/Life Histories] process took a lot of courage from me and 

came at a lot of personal risk. Potentially, my father could have turned his back on me 

and my mother could have turned her back on me and everybody within my family 

could have disowned [me for] the fact that I was going and sitting in a room with 

people that we saw as former enemies.  But having that courage and taking that risk 

to be able to say: 'Hold on one minute. I need to do this for me. It doesn't mean that I 

love you any less.'  

We used a lifeline [drawn on a large piece of flipchart paper] to help us tell our story. 

I shared with Alistair (Little)[one of the facilitators] afterwards that I wanted to keep 

the lifeline because it was the first time I had actually sat down and thought from start 

to finish about what had happened to me as a child [g]rowing up in the family home 

of a member of the security forces. [I was] also thinking forward that this is now going 

to be an opportunity for me to tell my father my side of the story.  So, I had taken that 

home and my lifeline was just sitting at my kitchen table.   

My dad came in and he asked, 'Oh, what's that?'  

And I thought, 'Right, there's no better way now than to start here and use this as a 

starting point.'  

I opened [the lifeline] and me and him sat together. And for the first time, he 

actually....he actually cried.  He said that he never was aware of what I went through 

as a child, because he thought that he had protected us as much as possible.   

 

But I kind of then struggled, because after that encounter had taken place, my dad 

didn't want to know a wee bit.  But he has become more accepting now, to what he 

was four years ago. The highlight for me was whenever he stood up at my wedding 

day and acknowledged the fact that there was a table at my wedding that consisted 

of ex-INLA, ex-IRA and Loyalist ex-prisoners, and a South African.  And the majority of 

the people at my wedding were nearly all Protestants and members of the security 

forces.  For me, to have that table at my wedding, for me it took a lot of risk - number 

one, inviting them, because I really wanted them there because I had developed 
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friendships with those people.  But, on the other hand, I was worried about the way 

that they were going to be received by my family.  

And on my wedding day, then, people did make an effort to go up and speak with 

them and for me that was very, very powerful.  Especially for my father to stand up 

and acknowledge the work that I have been a part of was so, so important for me.   

 

It was only then that that feeling of betrayal towards him - that I was betraying him 

for entering into these types of work and these types of conversations - it was only 

then that that betrayal started to disappear, from that point, at a very human level. 

 

5. Towards the transformation of ‘sacred bonds’ 

Reflecting on journeys towards radically inclusive humanisation by people like Rachel brings 

me back to those lines from Una O’Higgins O’Malley’s poem and the work of places like the 

Glencree Centre for Peace and Reconciliation.  In the light of my South African family sojourn 

and the practical wisdom of veteran peacemakers I want to offer a few tentative signposts for 

our journeying through the persistent legacies of a ‘blood-stained century’, on this island and 

beyond.  

 

Maybe this blood-stained century 
 
Now should be granted leave of absence 
 
Or amnestied in mothballs, 
 
And the indomitable Irishry of North and South 
 
Should gaze into the faces of their children 
 
And not their ancestors 

While planning for the future 

 

Firstly, I would like to agree with Una O’Higgins O’Malley that there “maybe” a time for 

mothballing blood-stained ancestor loyalty.  When faced with what feels like a choice 



16 
 

between loyalty to past generations and the needs of future generations, then the latter 

should indeed be prioritised.  Even if this means agonizing conflict with ancestors and parents; 

even if it feels more like a rupture than a granting of “leave of absence”. However, this kind 

of future oriented “amnesty”, while perhaps being a necessary step along the way, is unlikely 

to be sustainable.  This is why facilitated dialogue and the deepening of reconciliation – within 

and between conflicting groups, over a long period of time - is so critical.   

 

For it seems to me that at the root of our apparent inability to prioritise future generations 

are those “sacred bonds” with our ancestors.  These “thick” bonds include a deep sense of 

intergenerational belonging, existential meaning and cherished memories (Margalit). Thus, 

gazing “into the faces of their children and not their ancestors” (my emphasis) might feel like 

disloyalty, especially if this looking away from parents and grandparents also requires a moral 

distancing, a facing of hurt and harm caused by “Our” ancestors to “Their” ancestors (and 

children).9   

 

As a second signpost, these intrapersonal and intragroup dynamics of family betrayal 

therefore requires those involved in bridge-building between conflicted groups to perhaps 

give more attention to bridges that need to be rebuild within individuals and within families 

and groups of those who “try to reach the other side” (Paisley).  For example, in the South 

African context we tend to focus mostly on reconciliation between white and black South 

Africans.  My awareness of the dynamics of betrayal encourages me to also do bridge-re-

building work within the white Afrikaner community, especially between pre-1994 and post-

1994 generations.  In this regard I am very grateful that Glencree and peace work on the island 

of Ireland carefully taught me the promise (and pitfalls) of ‘single identity’ processes, even 

though the focus during my time here was not on intergenerational relationships.      

 

The third, hopeful signpost is that it is indeed possible to move through a sense of betrayal-

of-the-dead.  The only two options are not honouring our ancestors or focusing on our 

                                                           
9 See Wilhelm Verwoerd and Alistair Little, ‘Beyond a Dilemma of Apology: Transforming (Veteran) 

Resistance to Reconciliation in Northern Ireland and South Africa’, in B. Kröndorfer (ed.), Reconciliation in 

Global Context: Why It Is Needed and How It Works,  SUNY Press: New York, 2018. 
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children.  We don’t have to choose between the preservation or the destruction of ‘sacred 

bonds.  These bonds with a painful past can be renegotiated, transformed – with unsettling, 

honest, humanising dialogues across bloody conflict and generational divides playing a vital 

role.  In my experience, this is what the long term work of real reconciliation, of genuine 

bridge-building is about, also in places like the Glencree Centre for Peace and Reconciliation.  

I therefore want to offer a prayer of gratitude to Una O’Higgins O’Malley – for her “life of 

relentless campaigning for reconciliation”, including the co-founding of Glencree.   

 


