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How and why can art play a role in processes of reconciliation? Art is often invoked 

for its potential to produce new forms and open up our imagination, even to 

reconfigure time and space.
1
 It creates a time and a space to remember, to mourn, to 

forgive, to heal, and to glimpse a new future. In this article we take as our point of 

departure the analysis of one concrete example of the role of theatre in a post-war 

context. This analysis resulted from the confrontation of the perspectives of two 

authors: one a theatre director and playwright, and the other a theologian.  

 

I.  We Carried Your Secrets (2009): theatre working towards 

reconciliation 

 

The conflict in Northern Ireland (a province of the United Kingdom on the Irish 

mainland, also known as Ulster) has a complex history. The so-called ‘Troubles’ have 

cost the lives of over three thousand people between 1968 and 1998. To put it simply, 

the conflict involved three antagonistic parties: Catholic Republicans, Protestant 

Loyalists, and – in principle above the two conflicting parties – a Northern Irish 

police force and the British army. The ‘Troubles’ ended with the Good Friday 

Agreement in 1998.  

 

Of course, this peace treaty did not automatically result in reconciliation between the 

conflicting parties. The pain of the conflict, the pain of the loss of friends and family, 

the frustration of political compromise, in short, the post-war trauma, remains to this 

day. Many people, especially the younger, desire reconciliation, but the question is 

how to achieve it.  One of the ways to do so, according to its political and cultural 

commissioners, is writing and performing a play like We Carried Your Secrets 

(2009), in which members of all the conflicting parties participated: Republicans, 

Loyalists, police officers, and young people who only know the stories of the 

struggle, but have to live out its consequences. The latter have to carry the burden of 

the former generations’ secrets, and often succumb to its weight.  

 

The American theatre director Teya Sepinuck was invited to Londonderry (Northern 

Ireland) on the basis of her work in the US, which gave a voice to society’s voiceless: 

refugees, victims and perpetrators of domestic violence, the homeless, prisoners, etc.
2
 

By providing an artistic platform for the testimony of all the parties involved, her 

project Theatre of Witness, which started in 1986, contributed in different contexts to 

a process of healing and reconciliation, a process of the humanization of the 



oppressed and of their oppressors. Sepinuck’s method consists in private, in-depth 

interviews with people directly involved in the conflict. In the case of Northern 

Ireland she engaged in about forty of such interviews. Out of the people interviewed, 

Sepinuck selects a smaller group (in this case, of seven people), which embarks on the 

long journey of making a theatre performance. This is a precarious process, because 

the participants choose to share their most hidden experiences with their ‘enemies’, 

while not even having shared these traumas with friends, family, or sometimes even 

themselves.  

 

The fact that this process (which involves very deep emotional confrontations) can 

succeed, is due in the first place to Sepinuck’s therapeutic and group-dynamic 

leadership qualities. Yet, it also has to do with the project’s artistic character and 

intent. The participants are working towards a concrete performance, an encounter 

with the audience. This means that the group’s output should be of a certain aesthetic 

quality. The aesthetical provides a force and a field that allows people to transcend 

their emotional and conceptual limitations. Professional artists (Sepinuck as 

playwright and choreographer, assisted by a composer and a film-maker) help the 

participants to break out their own hackneyed modes of expression and take their 

personal stories to a higher aesthetic level. In this way, they provide a safe place in 

which the participants can overcome repression, reticence and shame, to the extent 

that they want to – although Sepinuck helps them tell their story, she respects their 

choice not to share particular stories. The artistic becomes an alibi to reveal what is 

hidden and repressed. The aesthetical justifies this transformation. Hence, the 

aesthetical is not only concerned with the beautiful, but also allows for the disclosure 

of ugliness and evil.  

 

It is important that the theatre performance allows the participants to transcend their 

individual stories on two levels. First, they tell the stories of others along with their 

own story. The core-group of seven reformulates the material of the preparatory 

interviews, so that it is not just their own story, but the group’s story that is told. More 

importantly, however, the participants share in telling (performing, acting, designing) 

the stories of the other party in the conflict. As such, they learn to inhabit each other’s 

stories. They feel into the other’s experience. In this way, the differences between the 

conflicting parties, generations, religions, and classes are relativized in order to find a 

common expression. The participants take on responsibility for each other’s story so 

as to humanize both themselves and the other by accepting the other’s testimony and 

becoming its co-author. 

 

The second level is the public performance itself. The biggest difference between a 

(private) therapeutic session and an artistic performance is that the audience plays a 

decisive role in the latter. Because the audience is allowed to judge the performance, 

the theatre-makers relinquish part of their authorship. By instituting a certain distance 



between themselves and their story, they make room for reinterpretation and hence for 

new concepts and emotions, for healing, forgiveness (also of oneself) and 

reconciliation (also with oneself). The audience does not only function as ‘judge’, but 

also adds a dimension to the story. During the production stage, the participants’ 

‘rights of ownership’ to their own experience are meticulously protected. Yet, at some 

point, the participants freely want to share their experience with the audience. The 

participants’ wish to share has an artistic motivation: they are so proud of the beauty 

of their story that they are ready to share it and have it evaluated. In the case of We 

Carried Your Secrets, the audience eagerly grasped its chance to add their own 

experiences to those of the actors, and make the performance their own.  

 

One spectator called the performance an ‘open heart surgery on the wounds of Derry’. 

Whether the surgery was successful and led to recovery is difficult to assess. The play 

was a great success for the (few) people directly involved. Yet, whether Ulster, as a 

whole, can overcome its ‘Troubles’ depends on more comprehensive processes than 

that of the theatre. Of course, this self-evident observation does not entail a 

condescending rejection of We Carried Your Secrets. Rather, it recognizes that 

processes of reconciliation are difficult to realize on a large scale. It took countless 

small steps to realize the giant leap of the Good Friday Peace Agreement.  

 

 II.  Art and the seal of confession: retrieving secrecy in the age of  

transparency 

 

Sepinuck’s project is marked by a dynamic that leads from secrecy to witness, from 

hidden trauma to openness, to truth-telling. The experience of the South African Truth 

and Reconciliation Commission, with its motto ‘Truth is the road to reconciliation’, 

shows that it is crucial how that truth is expressed.
3
 If truth is wielded as a weapon, 

the conflict is perpetuated rather than the process of reconciliation being started. The 

field of the artistic practice opens up new possibilities in this regard. In Sepunick’s 

reconciliation project, the theatrical process of rehearsal offers both a space and a 

model to embody secrets, that is, to render them visible, audible, and tangible, to 

uncover wounds. The period in the rehearsal room shapes a moratorium, which 

authorizes to experiment. During the rehearsals judgment is suspended and the safety 

and freedom to try out and discover the truthfulness of different modes of expression, 

both in terms of representation and of communication, is guaranteed. The necessary 

step to public exposure – necessary because it is a condition for renewed community 

formation – is facilitated by aesthetic skills. The aesthetical enables witnessing to the 

truth. The final moment of the actual performance celebrates the participants’ 

reintegration into the community.    

 

This step-by-step process reminds us of the Catholic sacrament of reconciliation. In 

the first ages of Christianity, the penitent’s public readmission to the community was 



only celebrated after a long time of preparation, marked by the penitent’s separation 

from the community. Today, this sacrament has lost its public dimension. Because of 

its privatization, the sacrament of confession’s potential to foster public processes of 

reconciliation has been greatly diminished. Here, the Church could learn a great deal 

from Theatre of Witness.
4
 

 

Yet, a comment by Sepinuck allows us to recognize that the current form of the 

sacrament has retained something essential. In the making-of documentary on We 

Carried Your Secrets, Sepinuck maintains that precisely the non-public moments in 

the preparatory interviews, which allowed people to reveal their untold stories, were 

‘sacred’. First and foremost, her method created a safe space to ask questions and tell 

stories. Here, we find an analogy with the function of the seal of confession. 

 

In this regard, theological ethicist Roger Burggraeve points to a challenging idea of 

Paul Igodt, a psychiatrist specialized in sexual violence, who laments the 

disappearance of confession.
5
 Igodt argues that this sacrament guarantees deeply 

traumatized people a unique level of discretion, respect and confidentiality with 

regard to moral disorder and guilt. In a society like ours, the sacrament of confession 

might well be the only place people can turn to with their moral inner divisions, 

without these being appropriated by the many different forms of social work, where 

outsiders place the most intimate details of people’s lives on file, and subject them to 

analysis, social action and professional meetings. Although the goal of such 

procedures is to protect the victims, victims often experience them as a violent 

intrusion. 

 

Because of its sacred statute, the sacrament of confession provides a space, a 

sanctuary, for the inexpressible secret:  

 

‘The unspeakable suffering of the victims (of e.g., incest and child abuse), 

who feel guilty and sinful, who want to express these things within a 

protected, safe space, to someone who listens, who asks questions, who 

provides answers, who comforts and … who will keep quiet, because keeping 

secrets is his sacred duty. The victim knows that her/his secret will not be 

divulged, if s/he does not want it to. Nowadays it’s much more risky to share 

these things with a social worker, especially one who works at an advice 

center…  But also for the perpetrator, the rapist, the confessional can be a 

place where he can share something of his crime, where he can begin to reflect 

on his deeds, where he doesn’t have to defend himself, where he can receive 

forgiveness, and where he can try to take the road to recovery, restitution, and 

– if possible – reparations to the victim.’
6
  

 



In this way the confessional provides a sacred asylum to which life’s secrets can be 

entrusted. Igodt designates this role of the seal of confession as ‘a grave for the 

inexpressible’. As a result, Igodt does not regard the sacrament of confession as a 

form of social work – to expand on his metaphor: the relation between a therapeutic 

center and the confessional is like that between a hospital and a morgue.   

 

By acknowledging the distinctive function of the sacramental, Igodt stresses the limits 

of psychology and other therapeutic disciplines when facing violence in its many 

manifestations. The psychiatrist maintains that he is confronted with a mystery: 

 

‘the unfathomable human nature, which is an indissoluble mixture  of good 

and evil, of the highest and the lowest, of the sublime and of terror, a mixture 

that definitely must be humanized – which we (as social workers) try 

continually – but that cannot be turned into something positive. At that 

moment, there is a way out into the religious, which does not cover up, justify 

or rationally explain these terrible things – not even metaphysically, but which 

can only assume them into itself and acknowledge the existence of evil – both 

the perpetrator’s destruction and the victim’s vengeance. Just as religion 

acknowledges both the good and the insoluble contradiction between good and 

evil without trying to understand it rationally, so it also attempts to speak the 

language of consolation, forgiveness and salvation, without access to any 

remedy. There is a dimension that cannot be offered in any form of therapy or 

social work, in spite of their important functions of symptom discovery, 

treatment and healing.’
7
 

 

In a time when confession is hardly ever practiced anymore, theologians have pointed 

out that the four constitutive moments of the sacrament (contrition – confession –

penance – absolution) appear in secularized forms. In contemporary practices of 

restorative justice they return as ‘accountability’, ‘truth-telling’, ‘reparation’, 

‘healing’, and even ‘amnesty’
8
. The seal of confession, however, seems to be too 

diametrically opposed to the modern ideal of transparency to be secularized so easily. 

The belief in transparency makes people expect conflict resolution from initiatives in 

the public forum such as juridical processes or press conferences (at which those 

responsible confess their guilt and/or apologize).
9
  

 

Occasionally, politicians and the media even plead for curtailing the seal of 

confession. Certainly, secrecy may serve to silence victims, but this does not rule out 

its value. An artist like Sepinuck appears to have taken up the heritage of the seal of 

confession, understood as a sanctuary for painful secrets. In our time of WikiLeaks, 

the analysis of Sepinuck’s theatre production suggests that incorporating a certain 

degree of non-transparency and secrecy – the rehearsal room – is a necessary 

condition to give processes of reconciliation a chance to succeed.
10

  To secure public 



acknowledgement of secret traumas, bluntly exposing them is no solution; it rather 

requires the drama of revelation, which is characterized by unveiling and veiling, 

unveiling through veiling. In our talkative culture, the process of reconciliation is 

often portrayed as starting a conversation (sharing stories, making taboos a subject of 

discussion,…). This it is too. We, however, want to stress the constitutive role of 

silence as basis and guard of such a delicate conversation. 

 

 III.  Mourning: finding a place for the irreconcilable 

 

Paul Ricoeur emphasizes the importance of the interaction between the labor of 

remembrance, the labor of mourning, and forgiveness.
11

 Remembrance, to be 

distinguished from compulsive repetition of the past, is the ‘critical use of memory’ 

which teaches people to retell their past in a critical way – that is, ‘also from the 

perspective of the other’. Such remembrance transforms the space of the historical 

experience by creating a new horizon of expectation. This ‘working through’ happens, 

for instance, in Theatre of Witness, where the laws of the theatre deliver the temporal 

axe ‘past-future’ of its constraining linear character, in order to facilitate a future-

oriented approach to memories. With regard to mourning, Ricoeur points to Freud’s 

conviction that mourning is characterized by ‘detaching oneself progressively from 

the object of love – which is also the object of hate – until the point where it will be 

possible to interiorize it again’
12

. Before a new form of emotional involvement can 

come about, distance and exteriority appear to be crucial in the dynamic of 

reconciliation. 

 

To understand how theatre works in this regard, the Leuven philosopher Rudi Visker 

offers an insightful intuition concerning our need to make our differences and 

conflicts visible in the public sphere: 

 

‘Instead of a neutral, ‘public’ sphere, in which all differences disappear, or 

[…] gradually move towards an enlightened consensus, I think that the public 

sphere should integrate the differences that torment us by localizing them 

somewhere, containing them, offering them space – I mean: externalize them, 

give them a visible presence. Just as a grave exteriorizes my grief for the 

departed, and thereby allows me to cope with the loss.’
13

 

 

Visker claims that the role of the public sphere is not so much to embody the values 

and ideas we share, but rather to create a space in which our differences can be 

exteriorized. ‘What unites human beings, according to [Hannah] Arendt, is the space 

between them; not their characteristics, such as shared values and convictions.’ 

 

Although Visker does not deal with reconciliation directly, he points to something 

that is also at work in Theatre of Witness. The theatre creates a communal space 



between different parties, where the intangible (the trauma) gets its rightful place. It 

creates a visibility in which vulnerability and suffering can be disclosed. More than 

Sepinuck, Visker recognizes that such exteriorization does not automatically result in 

a group hug (to put it irreverently). Yet, a close observer realizes that in addition to 

the dynamics of approach, there is a place for enduring distance in the play We 

Carried Your Secrets as well: actors on stage whose only role is to be silent, i.e., the 

boy who mourns his murdered dad and cannot express himself in any other way than 

in the furious rattle of his drum kit, the police officer who – for security reasons – 

only participates in the performance on audio tape.  

 

In this way, Theatre of Witness creates a space for mourning. Just like a grave, as a 

symbolic artifact, enables us to distance ourselves from the past while at the same 

time being connected to it in a new way. This metaphoric of the burial counters a 

widespread discourse that propagates ‘unearthing the truth’ as a way to reconciliation. 

Truth telling is indeed crucial, but unearthing a repressed past is not a goal in itself. 

Rather, what is important is finding a way to place the past on a bier in order to be 

able to bury it honorably. And who knows, one day that grave might become a ‘site of 

resurrection’.  

 

 IV. The art of reconciliation: reconfiguring time and space 

 

Theatre of Witness shows us that art can be a substitute for religion in furthering 

healing, forgiveness and reconciliation in contexts where religious rituals disappear or 

have at least become dysfunctional. Art can successfully fulfill this role because of its 

use of space and time. The theologian who works on reconciliation has a lot to learn 

here.
14

  

 

Since the avant-garde movement of the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 century, art is 

understood as a field in which the prevailing aesthetical and ethical norms have to be 

questioned and transcended. Art breaks the rules of good taste, social consensus, and 

prevailing taboos, and uncovers hidden traumas – for all to see. This dynamic is to be 

clearly distinguished from the kind of exhibitionism prevalent in the gutter press 

(often ‘in the name of the victims’). Uncovering traumas in a wholesome manner is 

only possible when secrecy is guaranteed. The role of art could be interpreted as 

offering asylum to what has no place/time in our society.   

 

The revealing power of art is due to the interplay of veiling and unveiling. Art comes 

into being in hidden places according to its own timeframe, which is not entirely 

determined by society. The laws of discovery and experiment rule the space in which 

art is produced (the rehearsal room, the studio, the private space of those 

interviewed). That space is also ruled by the law of respect, which allows people to 

test their physical and mental limitations. This experimental space forms the basis of 



the possibility of reconciliation (which implies crossing boundaries and finding new 

forms).  

 

Art also entails making an artifact and sharing it with the community. It gives rise to a 

trialogue between makers, the art object and the audience. Because of this public 

character of the artistic encounter, art can be used in processes of reconciliation. The 

art object can embody hurt, hate, and love. The work of art offers the possibility to 

come to terms with grief, shame, and fear. It can acknowledge and accept excess. It 

can show that differences can exist without leading to violence. Art allows people 

both to rediscover community and to find a grave for the irreconcilable.  

 

The artistic encounter shares many characteristics with a ritual encounter. 

Accordingly, employing art in processes of reconciliation is not just possible, but 

allows for unique and irreplaceable features in a desacralized world. A final 

theological point: Ricoeur talks about two forms of labor (remembrance and 

mourning), but also about a third aspect (forgiveness), which is not labor, but gift, an 

injection of generosity. Isn’t that precisely what happens in the theatre? It is a product 

of hard labor, but there is something more, that electrifying aspect that cannot be 

produced. A moment of epiphany? 

 

      (translated by Geertjan Zuijdwegt) 
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