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CULTURE AND 
GNR

DR OMAR EL MASRI

UNIVERSITY OF 
GLOUCESTERSHIRE

Presenter
Presentation Notes
If he could maybe talk about murals and how post GFA, public policy on mural imagery has been to move away from direct conflict related depictions  in NI, and whether he thinks on balance that ‘qualifies’ as a cultural approach to GNR or perhaps is just ‘papering over the cracks’

to talk specifically about the rebranding of murals in NI as an example of culturally-focused GNR , including considering what is lost (specific identity) as well as what may be gained 

Culutral component of GNR




DOCTORAL RESEARCH AT TJI

“Re-Imagining Spaces for Representation in the Divided City: The cases of Urban 
Street Art in ‘Post’-Conflict Beirut and Belfast” – awarded December 2020

 Examine the motivations of street artists in cities emerging from conflict –
to understand their intentions, I embarked on an immersive urban 
ethnography (direct and participant observations of the creative process of 
street art production; semi-structured interviews; and content analysis)

 Findings A: gifting artwork (intentions based on self-identification amid 
legacy of sectarianism, convivial interactions with the city and between 
inhabitants, enchantment)

 Findings B: small-’p’ politics (intentions: pragmatic and rule-based, 
democratic – urban design on the street level, transient and transformative –
sheds light on other ‘publics’, in-between spaces

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The research study investigates the social and political dimension of contemporary street art production in the deeply divided cities of Beirut and Belfast. Specifically, it examines how historical experiences with the ethnonational and the neoliberal urbanisation of space influence the motivations of street artists to engage with everyday life. The research design for the project compared the urban and social phenomenon of street art in the post-conflict cities of Beirut and Belfast, over a four-month, blended case study and focused ethnography. The researcher conducted twenty-two semi-structured interviews with eighteen street artists, three festival organisers and one city management official, and observed participants while volunteering at two street art festivals in Belfast. By shedding light on some of their artistic practices, the findings reveal that street art communities engage in small- ‘p’ political acts. They re-purpose taken-for-granted spaces within the city to demonstrate how street artists adjust their practices to reveal pragmatic and rule-based forms of placemaking to avoid jarring with sectarian identities while bringing attention to the democratic, transient and transformative nature of their practices. While they do not have an impact on the nature of space, their interactions could remark on the possibilities for the co-production of space. Moreover, they intend to awaken the slumber of urban dwellers with the visceral enjoyment and experiences of creating and producing street art for the inhabitants of the space. While small, their artistic interventions gift the inhabitants of Beirut and Belfast with ephemeral and gratuitous forms of interactions which present an opportunity, however temporary, for different social worlds to meet.



WHAT IS  STREET ART? – ART ON THE 
STREET?

 Global phenomena since 1990s

 The author – signed, linked to individual social, cultural or political representations

 The style – spray can (stencils, grids, freehand), paint, yarn, stickers

 The location – why artists choose specific places

 The content – memories of artist; GIFT!

 Art on wall? Street art? What about billboards, stickers advertising corporate interests? 
Gentrification? Other image-making regimes

 How is Belfast’s street art controlled/orchestrated? And Beirut? Culture as a resource 
to lubricate economic development? Strategy to pacify communities? Distraction or 
sub alternative communities who want to distance themselves?

 Who can paint murals, where, when and of what? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The concept and practice of wall art, historically, culturally, politically and artistically
The idea of ‘claiming’ versus ‘ asserting’ space – the Right to the City
Using the space symbolically (territorially?)– to claim identity, culture, belongingness
Using space aesthetically – to engage artistically/cryptically, representing popular culture, satire or political positions
Using space territorially (symbolically?) – to assert identity, politics, sectarian fight, doggedness (perseverance stubbornness)





GUARANTEES OF NON-REPETITION: CULTURAL PERSPECTIVE

Pablo de Greiff, the first ever UN rapporteur on transitional justice issues, suggested that successful guarantees of non-
repetition (GNR) require three different, and complementary, ‘spheres of intervention’: institutional; societal, and cultural
and personal. His intentions were to broaden the discussion about prevention beyond the narrow focus on institutional 
reform that was often present in early transitional justice thinking, by emphasising the cultural and behavioural aspects of 
GNR. 

What about ‘conflicted democracies’? (Berastegi, 2017)

AND, culture as a resource to lubricate short-term economic development, and a symbolic act by state of ‘legitimacy’, to 
‘control’ narrative of post-conflict life: (projects with ‘Re’ – regeneration, redevelopment, reimaging)

 Can the state ‘engineer’ cultural and behavioural change, as a GNR measure, or is this a sphere of action best left to civil 
society? – In short, they can try and have tried to impose, but I suggest looking at the little social worlds which exist for 
non-traditional forms of intervention and civic engagement (elevating discussions of art and culture)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Although transitional justice was designed for paradigmatic transitions (from war to peace and from dictatorship to democracy), conflicted democracies such as Northern Ireland and the Basque Country could also benefit from this framework which brings a comprehensive human rights approach to the past and promotes the principles of truth, justice, reparation and guarantees of non-repetition. [Berastegi, Amaia Álvarez. “Transitional justice in settled democracies: Northern Ireland and the Basque Country in comparative perspective.” Critical Studies on Terrorism 10 (2017): 542 - 561.] (Berastegi, 2017)

I want to reflect on the question found in your syllabus for the session today. There is much credence to the state as a guarantor of authority – in terms of the material power to enforce, legislate and in cases, create, memorials. In northern Ireland, much of the conflict consisted of symbolic representations of ideologies (nationalistic or otherwise) which had a territorial nature. Landscapes here are charged with symbols such as flags, kerbstones, murals




CULTURE 
AND GNR –
GLOBAL 
CONTEXTS
“THE DISAPPEARED ARE 
APPEARING” – ARGENTINA 
2014

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Relatives of the disappeared during the last civic–military dictatorship in Argentina who were able to recover the human remains of their family members through the work of the Argentine Forensic Anthropology Team (Equipo Argentino de Antropología Forense, or EAAF), painted a mural in March 2014. ‘The Disappeared Are Appearing’ is a collaborative and community-based mural project designed, rendered and completed by the relatives of victims of state terror in Argentina. The participating family members of the disappeared had recovered the human remains of their beloved relatives through the tenacious and constant work of the EAAF, a nongovernmental, not-for-profit, scientific organization. It was established in 1984 to investigate the cases of at least 9,000 disappeared people in Argentina under the military government that ruled from 1976 to 1983.
�



CULTURE 
AND GNR –
GLOBAL 
CONTEXTS
MURAL PROJECT: ¿DONDE
ESTAN? – CHILE 2018

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Victor Jara Foundation commemorates legendary musician Victor Jara, one of the most emblematic victims of Chile’s bloody 1973 coup and ensuing military regime, under which 3,200 people were killed or forcibly disappeared.  The Foundation, run by Victor’s English widow Joan, holds an annual music and arts festival. During the 2018 festival, different generations of survivors and relatives of the disappeared joined a well-known father-and-son musical duo to talk about living with the memory and the legacy of disappearance. In 2019, the same group decided that it was time to look outward, to the other silenced, invisible, “missing” struggles in a Chile where apparent economic success hides deep injustices. Relatives and survivors invited students, migrants, indigenous activists, and musicians to take a break from the festival’s musical activities, pick up a paintbrush, and talk to their neighbours. Mural artist Heri Tapia designed six large mural canvases, on the themes of racism, migration, indigenous and environmental activism, music and culture, sexual violence, student protests and the search for the disappeared and oversaw the work.  The canvases adorned the stadium for the final days of the festival, then became a living “mural archive/ library”, available for loan to groups up and down the country and beyond, who are invited to make the search for the disappeared, and for justice, their own



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Exhuming memory: Miguel Hernández and the legacy of fascism in Spain (Rolston and Berastegi, 2018)
Each March in Orihuela in the province of Valencia, Spain, there is a festival of mural painting in honour of local poet Miguel Hernández. For long the poet, who died in a fascist jail in 1942, had been publicly unacknowledged, but now his life, his work and his political involvement as a Republican political activist are openly displayed. How Hernández is remembered provides a powerful example of the struggles between memory and forgetting in postFranco Spain. Faced with the contradiction of a Pact of Forgetting in 1977 and a Historical Memory Law in 2007, memory in Spain has to be carefully exhumed from under layers of fascist policies and culture.

The Orihuela murals are probably unique in world terms in that the focus is almost totally on one theme, the life and work of a single poet. The most common topics in the murals, as in the poems, are love and family. A number also acknowledge the dignity of peasants and their work; see Figure 2, where peasants are at work in the fields, overseen by the ghost of Miguel Hernández. Miguel’s portrait is ubiquitous (see Figure 3), and other motifs include onions, moons, flowers, children, cockerels, doves and goats. Of these, the moon is most frequently represented, in line with Hernández’s self-definition as a ‘perito en lunas’.41 Almost every mural has a quotation from one of his poems. The most cited are ‘Carta’ (‘Letter’), ‘Vientos del pueblo’ (‘Winds of the People’), ‘El rayo que no cesa’ (‘The Lightning which does not cease’) and ‘Elegia a Ramon Sije’ (‘Elegy for Ramon Sije’). By far the most popular is ‘Nanas de la cebolla’ (‘Onion Dreams’) and consequently onions are widely represented in the murals (see Figure 4 which also contains the frequently cited reference to a mother feeding her child).
 



CULTURE AND GNR – A ‘NEW’ NORTHERN
IRELAND?

 State’s Re-imaging Communities Programme (Allen and White, 2012; 
Rolston, 2012)

 Public art, urban space and the symbolic landscapes (Hocking, 2015)

 Culture-led regeneration to lubricate economic development –
regenerate and not re-invest (important distinction) because power and 
authority change the narrative (El Masri, 2020)

 Conflict tourism – black cab taxi tour, mural tour of walls

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Re-Imaging Communities Programme: 
Allen and White, 2012: 
Murals have figured as a prominent feature of the visual environment of Northern Ireland since the early twentieth century, developing, during the Troubles, into one of the best-known examples of political art in the world. This article examines the position occupied by these murals in the period (since 1994) of the peace process. It focuses on the multi-government-agency Re-imaging Communities programme (launched in 2006) and its attempt to intervene in the visual environment and steer the Northern Ireland muralscape away from expressions of sectarianism towards more ‘positive’ themes. The aims and achievements of this programme (to date) are assessed, along with the issues the programme and related initiatives raise with regard to the governance of the visual environment. The article moves on to examine a further means by which murals have been repositioned in the period since 1994 – the attempt to present them as tourist attractions – and closes by discussing the issues raised for remembering the Troubles by these interventions in and attempts to reconfigure Northern Ireland's murals.

Hocking, 2015: 
While sectarian violence has greatly diminished on the streets of Belfast and Derry, proxy battles over the right to define Northern Ireland’s identity through its new symbolic landscapes continue. Offering a detailed ethnographic account of Northern Ireland’s post-conflict visual transformation, this book examines the official effort to produce new civic images against a backdrop of ongoing political and social struggle. Interviews with politicians, policymakers, community leaders, cultural workers, and residents shed light on the deeply contested nature of seemingly harmonized urban landscapes in societies undergoing radical structural change. Here, the public art process serves as a vital means to understanding the wider politics of a transforming public sphere in an age of globalization and transnational connectivity.
�Rolston, 2012:
Rolston’s article “‘Reimaging: Mural Painting and the State in Northern Ireland” published in 2012 focuses on the long history of mural painting in Northern Ireland and specifically on the changing relationship between mural painting and the state in various eras. Originally unionist murals were state-friendly, painted as part of the annual celebration of King William’s victory at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690. Later, murals were seen as beyond the pale, each for their own reasons; republican murals supported the armed struggle of the IRA against the state, while loyalist murals glorified the campaign of the loyalist paramilitary groups to terrorise the nationalist population. As the peace process took hold in Northern Ireland, republicans began to transform their own images; loyalists found this task more problematic, leading the state to intervene to fund the re-imaging of murals, thereby seeking to remove all offensive and military iconography. The article ends by critically assessing the outcome of the state’s Re-imaging Communities Programme.




HOPEWELL CRESCENT

 Re-imaging Communities programme of the Arts Council 
of Northern Ireland and delivered by Belfast City Council 
with the support of the Lower Shankill Community 
Association.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Hopewell Crescent. By Tim McCarthy/Verz. From the info board, later added to the left: “The Gold Rush mural replaces a paramilitary image of two silhouetted gunmen representing Scottish Brigade. This new image by artist Tim McCarthy represents an event in July 1969 in Christopher Street when children digging in the rubble of the then demolished ‘Scotch Flats’ discovered a hoard of gold sovereigns. Word spread quickly and thus began ‘the Gold Rush’. The project was funded by the Re-imaging Communities programme of the Arts Council of Northern Ireland and delivered by Belfast City Council with the support of the Lower Shankill Community Association. The project would not have been possible without the support and participation of the local community.”
�



REFERENCES

Berastegi, A.A. (2017) “Transitional justice in settled democracies: Northern Ireland and the Basque Country in comparative 
perspective.” Critical Studies on Terrorism, 10 (2017), 542 – 561.

Bernardi, C. (2020) “The Disappeared Are Appearing: Murals that Recover Communal Memory”, International Journal of Transitional Justice, 
14(1), 193–208, https://doi.org/10.1093/ijtj/ijz028.

El Masri, O., (2020). Re-Imagining Spaces For Representation In The Divided City: The Cases Of Urban Street Art In ‘Post’- Conflict Beirut 
And Belfast. Ph.D. Ulster University.

Hill, A. and White, A. (2012) ”Painting Peace? Murals and the Northern Ireland Peace Process”, Irish Political Studies, 27(1), 71-
88, DOI: 10.1080/07907184.2012.636184.  

Hocking, B.T. (2015) The Great Reimagining: Public Art, Urban Space, and Symbolic Landscapes of a ‘New’ Northern Ireland. Oxford: Beghahn.

Rolston, B. and Alvarez Berastegi, A. (2018) ‘Exhuming memory: Miguel Hernández and the legacy of fascism in Spain’, Race & Class, 60(1), pp. 
38–60. doi: 10.1177/0306396818769011.

Rolston, B. (2012). ‘Reimaging: Mural Painting and the State in Northern Ireland’. International Journal of Cultural Studies, 15(5), 447-466. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1367877912451810.

https://doi.org/10.1093/ijtj/ijz028
https://doi.org/10.1080/07907184.2012.636184


THANK YOU FOR YOUR ATTENTION


	Culture and GNR
	Doctoral research at tji
	What is  Street Art? – art on the street?
	Slide Number 4
	Guarantees of non-repetition: Cultural Perspective
	Culture and GNR – Global contexts
	Culture and GNR – Global contexts
	Slide Number 8
	Culture and gnr – a ‘new’ northern�Ireland?
	Hopewell crescent
	References
	Thank you for your attention



