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Abstract 

For the last 60 years, peace has been absent in Cyprus. After the conflict between Greek- and 

Turkish Cypriots turned violent, a UN peacekeeping mission was established to appease the 

fighting. It was successful in maintaining the absence of violence since 1974, but since then, 

the conflict is protracted, as negotiations between the communities to find a solution have 

repeatedly failed. By answering the research question How do collective narratives of trauma 

influence the Cyprus peacebuilding process?, this thesis argues that the current peacebuilding 

approach in Cyprus, which focuses on finding a political solution, is ineffective, as the primary 

reason why the process fails are the underlying collective narratives of trauma, which have yet 

to be extensively considered by the relevant actors within to the peacebuilding process. Rather 

than attempting to heal the collective traumas, the political leaders politicise and actively 

perpetuate them to serve their political goals, which in turn perpetuates the conflict. I argue that 

only through an approach designed to account for the collective trauma, the conflict can 

overcome its protractedness, which this thesis lays the groundwork for, by firstly, establishing 

which collective narratives of trauma exist, and secondly, by analysing how peacebuilders 

engage with the narratives.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

3 
 

Content 
Introduction ............................................................................................................................................. 5 

Chapter One: Literature review ............................................................................................................... 9 

1.1 Status quo on overcoming protracted conflicts, and the Cyprus Conflict ..................................... 9 

1.2. The role of collective trauma in the political arena .................................................................... 12 

1.3 Collective trauma in political conflicts ........................................................................................ 16 

Chapter Two: Research Design ............................................................................................................. 20 

2.1 Case Selection ............................................................................................................................. 21 

2.2 The Case of Cyprus ..................................................................................................................... 22 

2.3 Data Sources ................................................................................................................................ 23 

2.4 Data Analysis .............................................................................................................................. 26 

2.5 Validity ........................................................................................................................................ 27 

Chapter Three: The History of the Conflict .......................................................................................... 30 

3.1.1 Build up to the hot conflict ................................................................................................... 30 

3.1.2 1963-1974 - The hot conflict ................................................................................................ 32 

3.1.3 Post-1974 until 2004 ............................................................................................................ 33 

31.4 2004 until today ..................................................................................................................... 34 

Chapter Four: The role of IOs and NGOs in the Cyprus peacebuilding process .................................. 36 

4.1 International Organisations ......................................................................................................... 36 

4.2 Sub-national Organizations and NGOs ....................................................................................... 37 

Chapter Five:  Collective narratives of trauma in the Cyprus Conflict ................................................. 39 

5.1 When did the hot conflict take place? -Memory narratives ......................................................... 39 

5.2 Who is to blame? – Blame and self-victimisation narratives ...................................................... 40 

5.3 Who is threatened? – Threat narratives ....................................................................................... 41 

5.4 Who is a real Cypriot?  – Origin, glorification and racism narratives ......................................... 42 

5.5 What should happen to the refugees? – Refugee and coexistence narratives .............................. 43 

5.6 Collective narratives of trauma in the educational system .......................................................... 45 

Chapter Six: Peacebuilders´ attempt to destabilise collective narratives of trauma .............................. 47 

6.1 Peacebuilders’ Belief systems ..................................................................................................... 48 

6.1.1 Lack of confidence in the political peace process ................................................................ 48 

6.1.2 Implications of the physical division .................................................................................... 49 

6.1.3 Institutional hurdles .............................................................................................................. 50 

6.1.4 Differing narratives .............................................................................................................. 51 

6.1.5 Peacebuilders’ beliefs ........................................................................................................... 53 

6.2 Peacebuilders’ engagement with collective narratives of trauma................................................ 55 

6.2.1 PRIO ..................................................................................................................................... 56 



 

4 
 

6.2.2 HADE ................................................................................................................................... 56 

6.2.3 Cyprus Inno .......................................................................................................................... 58 

6.2.4 Home for Cooperation .......................................................................................................... 59 

6.2.5 Peace Players Cyprus ........................................................................................................... 60 

6.2.6 Film director – Sharing an Island ......................................................................................... 62 

6.2.7 International Organisation .................................................................................................... 63 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................................. 66 

Bibliography .......................................................................................................................................... 69 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



 

5 
 

Introduction  
 

For the past 60 years, the peacekeeping mission United Nations Force in Cyprus (UNFICYP) 

has been stationed in Cyprus which has the last divided capital of the world. The mission was 

created following a violent conflict between the Greek- and Turkish Cypriot communities that 

broke out shortly after the island’s independence from Great Britain1. Initially, UNFICYP’s 

goal was to prevent further violence and the recurrence of intercommunal fighting. Once that 

was achieved, its mandate expanded to maintain the ceasefire. The Chief of Mission, the Special 

Representative of the UN Secretary-General’s (SRSG) in Cyprus, assists the conflicting parties 

to reach a comprehensive settlement of the ethno-territorial conflict that separates the island2. 

Attempts to solve the protracted conflict politically have not been successful so far, hence the 

mission is still stationed on the island.  

The underlying conflict between the communities escalated due to the struggle for 

independence from the British colonisers, as Greek Cypriots wanted enosis, union with Greece, 

and Turkish Cypriots wanted taksim in response, a partition of the island3. The conflict escalated 

to the point that the communities attempted to ethnically cleanse and displace the other 

community from their surroundings. Therefore, the South is inhabited by Greek Cypriots and 

the North by Turkish Cypriots4.  Between the North and the South is the UN buffer zone, a 

demilitarized area which covers three per cent of the island and is patrolled by UNFICYP5.  

 

Decades of partition, media propaganda, school education and storytelling by family members 

keep the narratives of the evil other side alive. For the Greek Cypriot population, the fear of 

Turkey marching in like in 1974 and annexing the rest of the island is still alive6; in the same 

vein, Turkish Cypriots feel threatened by potential Greek Cypriot oppression if the conflict 

becomes solved and communities coexist again7.  The trauma, which is ingrained in the 

communities´ discourses and, by extension, in its leaders’ narratives, has not been sufficiently 

addressed throughout the peacebuilding process, as the narratives are still being taught in 

school, and are consistently mentioned in the media8.  

                                                            
         1 Tocci, 2007 

         2 UN, 1996 
3 Tocci, 2007 
4 Ibid. 
5 UN, 1996 

         6 Psaltis, 2016 
7 Ibid.  

          8 Papadakis, 2008  
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Recently emerging academic literature investigates the role of collective trauma in political 

conflicts. It indicates that collective trauma shapes the way actors interpret the self and the 

other, which affects the way a collective reconciles, rehabilitates, and recovers9. Particularly in 

identity-based conflicts, such as the Cyprus conflict, it can be beneficial to consider the role 

collective trauma plays in shaping the peacebuilding process. As collective trauma has not been 

considered for the Cyprus conflict at the heart of an alternative peacebuilding approach yet, this 

thesis explores the trauma-informed peacebuilding approach10.   

 

Therefore, this thesis will investigate the research question 

 

How do collective narratives of trauma influence the Cyprus peacebuilding process? 

 

Two sub-questions guide the analysis. 

1) What are the key narratives of trauma in the Cypriot communities?  

2) How do they influence the work of local peacebuilding initiatives?  

To answer the first sub-question, I analyse ethnographic documentation, a film documentary 

and academic literature. To answer the second sub-question, I analyse interviews with 

peacebuilders of Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) and an International Organisation 

(IO) to understand why and how they engage with collective narratives of trauma through their 

activities on a local level.  Overall, this thesis investigates the perpetuation of collective 

narratives of trauma within the Cyprus conflict by peacebuilders, by analysing whether their 

interactions with the trauma narratives stabilise their meaning or inspire a fluctuation.    

To research this topic, I spent seven weeks in Cyprus conducting fieldwork, in Nicosia close to 

the buffer zone, and Limassol in the South of the island. During my time in Nicosia, I conducted 

a research internship at the Peace Research Institute of Oslo’s (PRIO) Cyprus Centre to support 

my research. I crossed the border regularly and spent some time in the northern part of the 

island, visited NGOs in the UN buffer zone, and attended events organised by peacebuilders. 

Furthermore, I spoke to members of different communities, to get a better understanding of 

their reality and how it feels like to be confronted with the conflict in everyday life. The tangible 

                                                            
9 Lerner, 2022 
10 Koh, 2021 
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result of my fieldwork is a significant number of interviews with peacebuilders, which form the 

main data body of the analysis. 

I conclude that in their engagement with the narratives, peacebuilders try to destabilize the 

narratives of prejudice, racism and distrust towards the other side by offering the local 

population knowledge and experiences that make them question their beliefs based on the 

collective narratives. In contrast, they try to strengthen an emerging narrative. They argue that 

similarities exist between the communities, such as the pain and loss that they both endured, 

and show that this is something that can be worked through together rather than against each 

other. Furthermore, the analysis revealed that peacebuilders try to establish a new narrative that 

claims that Cypriots from both sides of the island can and do cooperate successfully. Hence, 

cooperation is possible if desired, an outcome that counters dominant narratives. The 

perpetuation of the new narrative can set an example for the rest of the island, therefore 

peacebuilders try to establish that “life also exists between the borders”11. 

The conducted research shows that the collective narratives of trauma are the primary reason 

for the stalling of the peace process, as politicians politicise the hurt and anger of the population 

for their short-term electoral benefit rather than trying to bring their communities peace. 

Connectedly, my thesis shows that only through engaging the broader population, the narratives 

can be broken and replaced by narratives that support inter-communal cooperation, and hence, 

peace. 

The conflict must become resolved, as the traumas of Cypriots may not heal, since they are kept 

alive through education, propaganda, and media12. The witness generation is growing old, and 

if it dies before the conflict is resolved, research suggests that the conflict becomes even harder 

to resolve13. As the classic attempt of achieving a top-down political solution to the conflict 

does not seem successful14, and as it is time-sensitive to find a solution to the conflict, this thesis 

argues that peacebuilders must choose an approach that resolves the conflict as soon as possible. 

If found to be effective, this approach could be applied to other protracted ethno-territorial 

conflicts15. 

 

                                                            
11 Interview: Manager, Home for Cooperation, 24.05.2022, online 

         12 Papadakis, 2005 

         13 Lev–Wiesel, 2007; Maffini & Pham, 2016 

         14 Herta, 2012. 

         15 Kolliarakis, 2015 
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Additionally, the research has academic relevance. Existing research on the conflict primarily 

focuses on the peacebuilding process between the political elites, their failures and how these 

failures can be overcome16. As academic literature has not sufficiently explored alternative 

approaches to solving the Cyprus conflict, this thesis will firstly, add to the emerging literature 

on the relevance of collective trauma in political conflicts, and secondly, it will fill the gap of 

research on alternative approaches as far as the solution of the Cyprus conflict is concerned. To 

do so, this study will build a base for a potential trauma-informed peace process in Cyprus by 

investigating how peacebuilders engage with collective narratives of trauma in the conflict, to 

understand how the dominant narratives of collective trauma that perpetuate the protraction can 

be destabilized to further the peacebuilding process.  

This thesis is structured in the following way: after this introduction, chapter one provides the 

literature review which establishes the conceptual framework of the research. Chapter two 

explains the research design, which includes the scope of the research, case justification, data 

collection and analysis methods, and how I ensure validity.  Following these, chapter three 

introduces relevant historical events. Chapter four provides insight into the role of IOs and 

NGOs throughout the peacebuilding process. Chapter five shows the conflict’s collective 

narratives of trauma, which are crucial for the analysis in chapter six. It firstly introduces the 

conflicting dominant narratives on the most relevant topics for this thesis and, secondly, shows 

how the narratives are perpetuated through formal education. Chapter six consists of the 

analysis of seven interviews I conducted with peacebuilders from NGOs and an IO. Finally, the 

conclusion attempts to provide a clear answer to the research question, while reflecting on its 

implications, identifying the strengths and weaknesses, and the potentially relevant future 

research. 

 

 

 

                                                            
16 Aksu, 2003; Birgisson, 1993; Diez, 2002; Herta, 2012 
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Chapter One: Literature review   

 

The literature review situates my thesis within the academic literature, by showing where gaps 

exist in the academic context, which the present study attempts to fill.  It consists of three parts. 

First, it provides an overview of the current literature on the failings of solving protracted 

conflicts via dominant peacebuilding approaches through the example of the Cyprus conflict 

and demonstrates that a new approach is vital for further enhancing the peace-making process. 

The second section introduces a different approach to the dominant peacebuilding approach, 

focusing on collective trauma and its relevance within the political sphere. It introduces the 

concepts of complex cultural trauma and collective trauma as a multilevel crisis in 

representation, which is the type of trauma relevant for the analysis. Lastly, section three shows, 

in a more specific way, the value of focusing on collective trauma within political conflicts. 

Furthermore, it introduces the narrative identity approach, which will be applied to the analysis, 

by checking for stabilisation or fluctuation from existing narratives. The latter section will 

introduce the trauma-informed peace process, which might be effective in solving protracted 

conflicts, and to which, as argued in this study, my research offers a basis.  

 

1.1 Status quo on overcoming protracted conflicts, and the Cyprus Conflict  

 

The following section provides insights into the status quo on peace research regarding the 

solving of protracted conflicts via the dominant peacebuilding approach used by the United 

Nations (UN), as it is oftentimes the actor appeasing a conflict. The case of Cyprus is examined 

in this context, as it has been protracted for decades, and thus offers good insights into what did 

not work to solve it and what might help solve it in the future.  

 

Ethno-territorial conflicts, which the Cyprus conflict can be classified as, politicize ethnicity 

and territory and are more likely to stall during the peacebuilding process in comparison with 

other conflicts. This is due to the complexity of the underlying identities and the connected 

clashes17. To understand why current peacebuilding approaches frequently fail with these types 

of conflicts, and to understand how conflicts can find a way out of the deadlock, a look must be 

taken at the theories underpinning dominant approaches.  

 

                                                            
17 Kolliarakis, 2015 



 

10 
 

As UN peacekeeping missions and the connected values oftentimes take the predominant role 

in peacebuilding efforts in violent conflicts, as is the case of the Cyprus conflict, it is crucial to 

understand what its neoliberal orientation entails. In addition to being the relevant actor in the 

Cyprus conflict, as the UN has a unique position and legitimacy, it is frequently asked to support 

other peacebuilding processes or appease conflicts all over the world18. Hence, for other ethno-

territorial conflicts that have a UN peacebuilding mission, similar issues might exist.    

 

Rooted in the democratic peace theory, the neoliberal peace approach focuses on the 

sovereignty of states19. Therefore, UN peacebuilding focuses on institution building, promotion 

of a free market, rule of law, protection of human rights and political participation20. It is a top-

down, objective approach, which focuses on the state institution and its political 

representatives21. Studies suggest that peacekeeping missions in post-conflict environments are 

often unsuccessful, as stability is preferred over re-opening wounds and solving underlying 

issues, leading to stalling of conflicts22. Further, UN peacekeeping missions seem to be 

successful in appeasing violence as they decrease the number of injured individuals and 

casualties.  They reduce fighting between the parties23, the duration of the conflict24 and when 

peacekeepers are present, it lowers the risk of repeat war25, but when it comes to solving the 

underlying conflict, that is where the UN struggles. Particularly with missions lasting over five 

years, no UN peacekeeping mission has been successful in solving the underlying conflict and 

being concluded26. Seeing how UN peacekeeping missions can be successful in reducing 

violence, and thus saving lives, while being ineffective in solving the underlying conflict with 

the same approach, priorities, and values, it is crucial to consider how the latter part of a 

peacekeeping mission can become more effective.  

 

A review of the literature on the neoliberal peace approach shows how peacebuilding processes 

stall but not how underlying issues can be overcome. Literature that takes both the stalled peace 

process and the possibility of moving on, into consideration, can be found in critical theory. In 

critical theory, only when the underlying context is understood and groups outside of the 

                                                            
         18 Svensson, 2009 

         19 Bellamy & Williams, 2004  

          20 Karlsrud, 2019 

          21 Heathershaw, 2008 
22 Ibid.  

          23 Hultman, Kathman, & Shannon, 2014 

          24 Ruggeri, Dorussen, & Gizelis, 2017 

          25 Hegre, Hultman, & Nygård, n.d 

          26 Pushkina, 2006 
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political elites become involved in the peacebuilding process, sustainable peace agreements can 

be built27. Traumas generated and situated within a conflict need to be considered when 

designing a peacebuilding process, to overcome the stalling28.  Therefore, rather than focusing 

on political leaders and elites, the process is bottom-up, through the engagement of the local 

communities, that help establish what needs exist within the conflict29. Thus, from a critical 

perspective, solving a protracted conflict does not only occur at the local level, additionally to 

the political level.  

 

The value of including critical approaches that focus on reconciling the broader population 

becomes clear in the Cyprus Conflict. As UNFICYP has played an integral role within the 

peacebuilding process, neo-liberal ideals are underpinning it. Several negotiation rounds were 

conducted, with only one being comparatively successful, which resulted in a comprehensive 

plan, that would have settled territorial, political, and compensation questions30. Some of the 

strongest factors for finding a solution were Cyprus’ prospective EU-accession in 2004, and the 

discovery of natural gas in its territorial waters31. Ultimately, these attempts proved 

unsuccessful even with the help of the UN mediators32. Prominent reasons why negotiations 

broke down were, amongst others, a) the mistrust of the other party, hence the sides not actually 

desiring to find a solution even though it seemed promising in the beginning33, b) at least one 

party not having the feeling that the negotiation process was Cypriot-owned but imposed by 

other powers and thus urged the population to show its disagreement34, as well as c) feeling 

disrespected at the negotiation table, shortly before proclaiming the independence of the 

Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC)35.  

 

The academic literature focuses on the political leadership when explaining why negotiation 

processes fail36. It does not explore how the breakdowns could have been managed at the time 

to increase the likelihood for successful negotiations. Greek Cypriots voting widely against the 

2004 referendum became one of the few instances when the population’s sentiment was studied 

                                                            
          27 Mac Ginty & Richmond, 2013 

28 Koh, 2021 
29 Mac Ginty & Richmond, 2013 

          30 Georgiades, 2007 

          31 Gürel & Le Cornu, 2014; Today’s Zaman, 2011  
32 Herta, 2012 
33 UN News, 2016  

         34 Ibid.; Demetriou, 2008. 
35 Georgiades, 2007 
36 Aksu 2003; Birgisson 1993; Diez 2002; Herta 2012 
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in depth37. As the population’s sentiments influence the peacebuilding process too, for example 

through the election of their representatives and when it comes to reconciliation within the 

broader population, it is crucial to focus on the collective to understand its influence on 

peacebuilding processes.  

    

Summing up, through the neoliberal approach of UN missions, UNFICYP managed to decrease 

violence and to maintain the situation, yet it has failed to build sustainable peace. Conversely, 

the presence of the mission has led to the stalling of the peace process, deepening ethnic 

divisions between the two communities, as UNFICYP ensures the communities are kept apart 

by patrolling the buffer zone.  Without contact to the other community, each side could be 

dehumanised38. In the Cyprus case, with the conflict being rooted in identity issues, 

UNFICYP’s support to solve the conflict based on UN principles has failed, as the underlying 

issues were insufficiently taken into consideration39.  Since identity and territorial issues are at 

the core of the conflict, an approach that focuses on tackling those issues could be successful 

in helping overcome the conflict’s protractedness.  

 

1.2. The role of collective trauma in the political arena   

 

Over the past 15 years, and more specifically in recent years, the academic literature has started 

to consider the role of collective trauma in the political sphere. This section provides a definition 

of trauma, followed by an overview of what individual trauma is, and lastly, of what constitutes 

collective trauma, how it becomes formed, and how it influences political and social life. Lastly, 

the section explains why complex cultural trauma as a multilevel crisis in representation is the 

type of trauma relevant for this thesis. It is the relevant type of trauma in this thesis, as it explains 

how trauma can be inherited, which is crucial in the Cyprus conflict, as it has been going on for 

decades, which means that new generations have been born and have become actors 

perpetuating the conflict without having experienced the war. Furthermore, this trauma as a 

multilevel crisis in representation explains how the individual traumas could become collective, 

which is crucial, if the cycle should be broken.   

 

                                                            
         37 Drath, 2004 

38 Herta, 2012 
39 Ibid. 
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To understand how communal trauma affects political and social life, and more importantly for 

this thesis, political conflicts, it must be clarified which understanding of trauma is relevant 

here. Trauma occurs when an individual experiences a shocking and unexpected event40, that 

changes the way they understand their reality Broadly, it is a “delayed response to an 

overwhelming experience of sudden or catastrophic events”41. Thus, “it is not the experience 

itself which acts traumatically, but the memory of when it is reanimated”42. As trauma helps 

the sensemaking of an event not yet fully processed by the victims, it impacts how they 

understand the experiences, and how they interpret themselves and others43. It is repeatedly 

experienced as the re-enactment of an event that one cannot leave behind. Derived from the 

Greek word for “wound”, it is similar to a wound to the psyche that is not as easily healable as 

a body’s44. Trauma does not only occur in the real temporal space, but its consequences can 

show at a later stage in life and can haunt the traumatised individual or collective; for collectives 

it may even be up to centuries later45.  

 

Traumas within societies are experienced both by individuals and collectives and might present 

themselves in different ways. Academia has only started to focus on how trauma influences the 

collective in the past 20 years, with recent years seeing a spike in interest46. This is because the 

trauma’s impact beyond the mind just emerged in 1990. Therefore, once the understanding of 

trauma outside of the individual psyche has been established, a connection can be drawn to 

trauma’s influence within the political sphere. Most approaches focus on the individual; 

therefore, a gap exists when analysing collective trauma’s influence on the political sphere47. 

This thesis seeks to add to this gap, as it enhances our understanding of how collective trauma 

influences the political sphere, and particularly how engagement with narratives of collective 

trauma influences political conflicts. It fills the gap through exploring how peacebuilders 

interact with the local perceptions of collective narratives, as they hope to facilitate peace 

through attempting to change the local perceptions on the narratives 

 

It has been established how trauma transfers from the individual to the group and its 

consequences. Individuals suffering of trauma oftentimes try to repress memories and supress 

                                                            
40 Caruth, 1996; Lerner, 2022 
41 Lerner, 2022, 7 

         42 Fassin & Rechtman, 2009 
43 Lerner, 2022 
44 Ibid. 

          45 Volkan, 2001 

          46 Caruth, 2010; Lerner, 2022; Koh, 2021; Volkan, 2001; Hutchison, 2016; Fassin & Rechtmann, 2009 
47 Lerner, 2022 
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their own voice and isolate themselves48. Once they communicate their experiences, their 

traumas can ripple through communities, which in turn form collective traumas49. Trauma that 

becomes collective trauma must be “threatening a society’s existence or violating one or more 

of its fundamental cultural presuppositions”50, and it opens up the possibility for collective 

identities to change through abruptly removing the meaning behind practices that were part of 

the group´s identity51. Therefore, collective trauma is connected to the collectives’ identity.  

Contrary to individuals supressing their voices, the voices of political leaders and the 

communities’ elite appear more powerful. Hence, when they narrate the experiences, they can 

become the dominant perspectives and narratives within the community52.  

  

Once a trauma becomes collective, it can shape the way actors interpret the self and the other, 

making the trauma shape the way a collective reconciles, rehabilitates, and recovers53. 

Currently, the academic International Relations (IR) literature does not sufficiently take the role 

of trauma for these actions into consideration. It understands traumatic events in a linear way 

and does not take the delay of the trauma’s impact consideration54. This thesis attempts to fill 

this gap, specifically for the Cyprus conflict, by providing a basis for understanding how 

collective narratives of trauma affect the peacebuilding process.  

 

Collective trauma can be understood as a multilevel crisis in representation, meaning that 

underlying, individual trauma “when shared with others, reverberates through socio-political 

systems, spreading from political institutions and vice versa”55. If an individual’s trauma 

becomes collective, thus a multilevel crisis in representation, it can stay with the group for a 

long time, and it can become a complex cultural trauma56. Collective trauma becomes complex, 

when the trauma is continuously being experienced, and cultural, if it is passed on to the 

following generation(s)57. Particularly if it does not become healed, it can stay with the 

collective for a long time.  

 

                                                            
48 Lerner, 2022 
49 Ibid.; Volkan, 2001 

          50 Smelser, 2004 

          51 Alexander, 2004 
52 Lerner, 2022 
53 Ibid.  
54 Ibid. 
55 Ibid., 46 
56 Koh, 2021 
57 Ibid.  
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When a group has a shared mental representation of a massive trauma that their ancestors 

suffered at the hand of an enemy, a trauma can become part of the group’s identity58. According 

to psychoanalytic theory, trauma becomes cultural59, by being inherited through the process of 

transgenerational transmission60, even though the next generation has not lived through the 

traumatic event itself61. This is due to past generations’ inability to mourn losses of people, 

land, or prestige, making the group unable to reverse injury and humiliation by another group62.  

Research shows that a fluidity exists between the psychic borders of mother of child, meaning 

that the mother’s anxiety, perceptions, and expectations of the external world can be passed 

down to the child63. 

 

A crucial aspect of collective trauma is shame. When individuals, and connectedly the 

collective, become traumatized, they experience shame and humiliation, as “trauma breaks 

down […] ego defences and exposes our most vulnerable selves”64.  They subconsciously select 

a type of leader that promises to save them from their predicament, and if they fail to do so, 

find scapegoats within the collective or create external enemies65. If individual or collective 

trauma shall be healed, the truth of the traumatic events must be remembered and talked about. 

Only then, will the social order and individual victims, and in turn the collective, be able to 

heal66. It is unclear, if an attempt to heal the trauma might lead to the opposite effect of 

mobilising further violence rather than the desired peace.  

 

With individuals’ traumas seeping into collective narratives, traumatic events affect all 

individuals within an ethnic or national group, affecting societal or political processes67. This 

is, for instance, the case with thousands of children of Jewish holocaust survivors, whose 

parents passed down the traumatic experiences of death camps and genocide68. As the Cyprus 

conflict is an ethno-territorial conflict that largely focuses on the community identity, this thesis 

adopts an approach connected to collective trauma, as a review of existing literature shows that 

collective trauma in political conflict has not yet been researched in-depth. Connecting the 
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section’s findings with the previous section’s findings, focusing on collective trauma in the 

conflict could be the helpful alternative approach to make findings that could forward the 

conflict to a more effective peacebuilding process.  

 

This thesis puts emphasis on the complex cultural traumas within the Cyprus conflict. As 

complex cultural trauma69 is a multilevel crisis in representation70, I argue that individuals 

consistently get re-traumatised if the collective’s trauma does not get healed. Therefore, it is 

relevant to look at these long-term traumas that get consistently perpetuated and how they 

influence the Cyprus conflict’s peacebuilding process.  

 

1.3 Collective trauma in political conflicts   

 

The following section introduces the concepts of collective trauma, and narratives of trauma 

within political conflicts, illustrating the reasons why it is crucial to consider them for solving 

political conflicts. Once collective trauma becomes narrativized by the political leadership, it 

can be a powerful tool to mobilise the population to become violent. When engaged in a peace 

process, it can hinder the process, as triggering the trauma can leave the negotiators and the 

population paralyzed, unable to solve the conflict. Therefore, collective narratives of trauma 

need to be at the heart of a peacebuilding process, to know how to interact with them to solve 

the conflict.   

 

It is indispensable to consider collective trauma in political conflicts, since, once activated, even 

after centuries of lying dormant, it can fuel strong emotions such as fear and hatred towards a 

perceived enemy and help mobilise the collective to act violently towards the other group71.  

 

Collective traumas have a particularly strong impact on political conflicts once they become 

narratives of trauma, which is why the narrativized version of collective trauma is investigated 

in this thesis. Narratives shape political imaginaries and can establish causation through 

repeatedly implying the causation, where empirical facts are not able to do so72. Implied 

causality allows narratives to shape interpretations of the world to orient collective actors´ 
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actions, therefore, “narratives restore new logics […] and events according to implied cause 

and effect”73, just as trauma destroys them74. Narratives are used retrospectively as devices for 

meaning-making of situations that the individuals or collectives cannot make sense of due to 

their traumatic nature, and going forward, to justify structures for order75. Hence, narratives 

also make traumas politically meaningful for groups due to their shared experience76.  

 

As they seek to explain events and reoccurring traumas, leaders can narrate traumatic 

experiences in a way that makes them the dominant explanation of what happened, which can 

in turn influence a collective’s understanding of the experience77. Being a multilevel crisis in 

representation, the collective narrative, narrated by the elites, might not be the individual’s 

experience, but become the seemingly dominant experience78. Whether an event will be 

narrated into a collective trauma is not decided by the empirical accuracy of public 

representations, but rather their symbolic power and sociocultural spread79.  

 

Since collective trauma becomes part of a group’s identity80, if something threatens the identity, 

collectives are easily mobilised, which fuels conflict. For this reason, it is relevant to look at 

how narratives of trauma shape identities.  

 

The narrative identity approach shows how narratives influence identity. Identity defines 

things according to similarities as defining oneself includes defining the other81. One can 

understand identities within the international arena as constituted by narratives82, as narratives 

build causations, and are constantly reiterated within societies to make meaning of situations, 

also of non-traumatic nature83. Further, “narrative identities situate actors temporally and 

spatially relative to others […] [and] breathe life into […] labels such as ethnicity, nationality, 

or state identity”84, which are then used in everyday discourse85. Therefore, through narrating 

how we understand the self and other, they become our reality. As identity narratives are 
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repeatedly articulated, interpreted, and rearticulated, their social discourses either stabilise 

meanings or lead to their fluctuations86, ultimately leading to connected logics of action87. 

 

When the conflicting parties keep the narratives within a political conflict stable, the conflict 

can become protracted. Thus, to move forward, a fluctuation of the narratives might be 

necessary.  As the Cyprus conflict is protracted since the 1970s and identity issues are at its 

heart, this thesis investigates the perpetuation of collective narratives of trauma within the 

Cyprus conflict by peacebuilders, through analysing whether their interactions with the trauma 

narratives stabilise their meaning or inspire a fluctuation. Fluctuations can be identified if 

individuals that shared the collective narratives start questioning them.   

 

In order to address and understand the complex cultural collective traumas that perpetuate the 

Cyprus conflict, I propose considering a trauma-informed peace process88. A peace process is 

trauma-informed when trauma receives a leading role within its design. The process 

acknowledges how triggered trauma of individuals or groups can influence the peacebuilding 

process. It is based on the psychodynamic approach, encompassing conscious and unconscious 

decision-making89.  The relevance of considering trauma becomes clear, as when it is triggered, 

an individual or collective can fall into regression. If an individual regresses, according to the 

medical discipline of psychology, they lose the ability of complex thinking. In political 

conflicts, this can lead to the stalling of the conflict due to the negotiator’s inability to grasp 

collaborative approaches90.  

 

Thus, in certain situations, political leaders or their constituency might not be unwilling to 

compromise but trauma shapes their point of view, making them lack the capacity to engage 

with a peace process. The protractedness of a conflict can be the result of the detachedness of 

an individual or a whole collective, if they are unwilling to confront their traumas91. Further, 

regression when the group’s identity is being threatened, can lead to a time-collapse. In the 

context of political conflicts, it can make the individual or collective feel as if they go back in 

time and feel like they are in the moment of the traumatising event or shortly after, even if the 

event happened hundreds of years ago, which brings back memories and feelings of hurt and 
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humiliation. The emotions can strengthen the narratives of the current conflict and allow for 

mobilisation of the collective92. Mobilisation of communities and the existential threat of the 

traumatising moment can make leaders order sadistic or masochistic decisions and their 

collectives can be distressed enough to follow through with said violent actions93.  Therefore, 

according to the trauma-informed peace process, the mediator should take all sides’ trauma into 

account, preparing for a potential emotional eruption94.  

 

This thesis helps lay the basis for building a trauma-informed peace approach for the Cyprus 

conflict. For this approach to be followed for any conflict, an understanding of the underlying 

traumas must be given, and the knowledge of how the traumas and their narratives are 

perpetuated must be consolidated in order to offer the possibility of breaking the perpetuation. 

This thesis analyses how collective narratives of traumas are being perpetuated through the 

narrative identity approach, and how they influence the peacebuilding process. Therefore, my 

thesis firstly extends the trauma-informed peace process from the leadership to the collective, 

and secondly, offers a basis for a potentially effective peacebuilding process in the Cyprus 

conflict.   

 

In essence, this thesis will analyse how collective narratives of complex cultural trauma are 

interacted with by peacebuilders via the narrative identity approach, since it investigates 

whether narratives are strengthened or destabilised. The findings will add to the understanding 

of how peacebuilders can influence the collective narratives of trauma, hence providing the 

knowledge needed to build a trauma-informed peace process in the Cyprus conflict to pull it 

out of its protractedness. 
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Chapter Two: Research Design 

 

The following chapter introduces the scope of the research, justifies the case selection, and 

introduces the data collection and the analysis methods, as well as how the research design 

ensures validity.  

The scope of the thesis is the peacebuilding process in Cyprus, with peacebuilding agents in 

Cyprus as the unit of analysis, since it investigates how they engage with collective narratives 

of trauma. The level of analysis is the local level, as the research investigates how peacebuilders 

interact with the narratives of the local population.  

The methodology of collecting and analysing the data is interpretivist and explanatory. The 

collected data forms a bricolage, which is a construction of research data from diverse data 

gathering techniques95. Table 1 offers more information on what kind of data can be part of a 

bricolage and how the researcher can generate the data. To collect data, I conducted interviews, 

took part in peacebuilding activities, gathered data from primary documentary sources, such as 

United Nations documents relating to UNFICYP, local media reports, and filmed 

documentaries. Data sources will be analysed through narrative analysis, particularly through 

the decentred approach96 defined below.  

 

The approach is interpretivist, as the thesis focuses on the meanings of narratives, how the 

interaction with them and the influence on the connected beliefs and discourses potentially 

affect the peacebuilding process. Thus, as this thesis is in the search for “search of meaning”97 

and its influence, the interpretivist approach is most helpful in answering the research question.  

It assumes that the analysts and research subjects cannot stand outside of the studied issue, free 

of their own “values, beliefs, and feelings”98, as one acquires knowledge through interpretation, 

which cannot be objective. Rather, education, experiences, individual and communal 

backgrounds inform the interpretation of the subject studied and “play a central role in 

sensemaking”99.  In contrast, the positivist approach assumes that it is possible to make 

objective assessments of the meaning of words and concepts, thus that they have a single, 

unambiguous meaning that all individuals understand in the same way. This is the case as in 
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the positivist perspective, social science mirrors the natural world, rather than investigates a 

world that is constructed by human interpretations of the world100. This thesis assumes that 

differing interpretations of the stumbling blocks to peace in the Cyprus conflict, and 

connectedly differing belief systems, influence which activities peacebuilders engage in. As 

this is based on understanding that concepts, words and events can be interpreted in a different 

way, and lead to differing actions taken the positivist approach does not suit this research.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.1 Case Selection 

 

This thesis is using qualitative analysis using a single case study. It analyses a single case, as 

conflicts and their peacebuilding processes, as well as the impact of the collective trauma on 
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them are unique due to the specific context, and one needs to go in great depth in order to 

understand how collective narratives of trauma form and connect to a peace process101.  

Analysing multiple cases would not offer the analytical depth needed to draw conclusions on 

how collective trauma influences a peace process within the scope constraints of this research.  

The research focuses on the Cyprus case for two reasons. Firstly, to add value to the general 

understanding of how traumas influence the peacebuilding process of political conflicts with 

identity issues at their roots. It is ideal for identifying a connection of the psychology of the 

communities to the peacebuilding process, as the conflict has not experienced violence since 

the 1970s102. Therefore, one can better analyse how collective trauma continues to influence 

the process. The lack of violence enables me to isolate the issue of collective trauma without 

the complication of the threat of violence, that other cases might contain, and which means 

violence is an overshadowing factor that affects decision-making and discourse. Secondly, the 

thesis investigates the case of the Cyprus conflict in order to understand how the engagement 

with the collective narratives of trauma in this specific peacebuilding process can lead it out of 

its protraction. 

 

2.2 The Case of Cyprus 

 

This thesis seeks to add to the exploration of what could lead the Cyprus conflict out of its 

protractedness. So far, the peacebuilding approach that the involved actors chose, which focuses 

on finding a political solution, has not been successful in solving the conflict103. It is crucial 

that the conflict becomes resolved, as the traumas of Cypriots may not heal, since they are 

unable to return to their home villages, have lost property, family members have gone missing, 

and all the experiences are kept alive through education, propaganda, and media104. If the 

witness generation, which in the case of Cyprus is growing old, dies before the conflict is 

resolved, research suggests that the conflict becomes even harder to resolve105. Therefore, it is 

crucial that peacebuilders choose an approach that offers the possibility to resolve the conflict 

before it becomes even more difficult to do so.  

Additionally to the societal relevance of needing to explore alternative peacebuilding 

approaches, exploring the Cyprus case is academically relevance. Existing research on the 
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conflict primarily focuses on the peacebuilding process between the political elites, their 

failures and how these failures can be overcome106. As academic literature has not sufficiently 

explored alternative approaches to solving the Cyprus conflict, his thesis explores an alternative 

peacebuilding approach to the current neo-liberal approach. The literature review identified the 

trauma- informed peace approach as suitable for the conflict´s context. As its literature mostly 

focuses on political leaders, this research extends its concept to the local population. 

Furthermore, in studying the influence of collective narratives of trauma on the Cyprus 

conflict´s peacebuilding process, I contribute to the limited literature on the emerging field of 

collective trauma. Hence, the thesis adds to the emerging literature collective trauma, on the 

efficacy of trauma-informed peace processes, and provides important empirical details on the 

current state of the Cyprus conflict and how it might be led out of its protractedness. 

 

2.3 Data Sources 

 

Interviews 

The Interviews were largely unstructured, and the questions open-ended, as the aim of the 

interviews was to understand interviewees’ perspective on the peace process, and how they 

chose to narrate how they engage with the collective narratives of trauma. Analysing their 

narration is crucial for understanding how respondents constructed their own narratives 

revealing their underlying beliefs and past experiences. The questions were phrased according 

to the ordinary language interviewing approach, to see how the interviewees and their peers 

understand certain concepts and words107. The method lets interviewees validate or contest the 

interviewer’s understanding of the said terms and concepts, as the interviewer summarises her 

understanding of what the interviewee said and asks for confirmation or contestation if it was 

understood correctly108. Depending on which terms are used in which context, it offers a clearer 

understanding of how they interact with the collective narratives of trauma and why they do so. 

For the selection of the interviewees, I reviewed websites and social media accounts of IOs and 

NGOs, to find out which organisations are active in their involvement. Some interviewees were 

personal contacts, or contacts of the PRIO Cyprus Centre, where I conducted a five-week 

research internship during my fieldwork. 
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Interviews with current and former peacebuilders were conducted as it was necessary that the 

interviewee had insights into the peacebuilding process and background knowledge on why 

certain actions are taken. These comprised seven interviews, including peacebuilders from the 

Cypriot communities, as well as of peacebuilders of other nationalities, to ensure a balance of 

perspectives. The interviewees were both of international organisations (IOs), as well as of non-

governmental organisations (NGOs). The mix of perspectives from IOs and NGOs also offers 

critical perspectives on the other’s work. The interviews focused on collecting data related to 

why and how the peacebuilders engage with collective narratives of trauma through their 

activities. The sampling technique used was both purposive and the snowball method.  

Purposive sampling is a non-random way of choosing potential interviewees, to increase the 

probability of the interviewees offering relevant data for the research109. It was the relevant 

sampling technique, as the interviewees needed specific knowledge on peacebuilding activities 

to be valuable for the research. Snowball sampling involves asking interviewees for 

recommendations of other potential interviewees that could offer relevant insights for the 

researcher110, which was firstly, crucial to learn of new relevant individuals, and secondly, 

offered a higher likelihood of response if they knew the person who recommended I talked to 

them.   

 

 

Participant Observation 

If the interviewee’s organisation had a peacebuilding activity in which I could participate while 

throughout my research, I did so to get better insights into what their working reality looks like, 

and to better understand their values111.  I attended two events organised by the German 

embassy, of which the bi-communal business lunch was attended by the head of mission of 

UNFICYP, who provided insights into UNFICYP´s current strategy. Additionally, I attended 

an exhibition organised by Association for Historical Dialogue and Research (AHDR) at the 

Home for Cooperation, and an online seminar by the interviewed IO, which took place over the 

course of two months. This constitutes an ethnographic approach that is “based on personal 

interaction with research subjects in their own setting”112.  
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Host  Event  

German-Cypriot Business Association Networking event on disruptive technology 

in Cyprus 

German embassy in Cyprus Bi-communal business lunch 

AHDR  Art Exhibition: Mirror of Conflict – 

Iconoclastic Controversies II 

IO Online seminar on peace negotiations 

 

 

 

Documentary Sources 

The primary documentary sources included United Nations documents relating to UNFICYP, 

for example, Secretary General (SG) and Special Representative of the Secretary General 

(SRSG) reports, that offer regular detailed insights into UNFICYP´s activities, the situation on 

the ground, and political leaders’ actions. More sources included reports by UN special 

rapporteurs, and local media reports, all enabling to understand the perspective of local 

population and political leaders and how they chose to frame political issues. The reports and 

news articles are accessible through the online data bases of the UN and newspapers 

respectively.  

 

Academic and practitioner literature, ethnographic documentation, as well as empirical material 

on peacebuilder activities and their engagement with collective traumas were reviewed to gain 

a broader overview of their actions. As I conducted a research internship with the Peace 

Research Institute of Oslo (PRIO) Cyprus Centre, a vast library with literature and research on 

the topic was accessible to me.  
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Category  Documentary sources 

UN documents relating to Cyprus SG reports, SRSG reports, Special rapporteur 

reports  

Local perspective  Local media reports 

Peacebuilder activities  Academic and practitioner literature, 

ethnographic documentation 

 

 

 

2.4 Data Analysis  

 

Narrative Analysis is a method which analyses stories and unpacks them to understand how 

discourse constructs meaning. The goal is to understand the subjects, their meanings, and 

experiences, through the narrative113. Narratives prescribe meaning to events and to an 

individual’s or group’s identity114. As the research question investigates how collective 

narratives of trauma influence the Cyprus peacebuilding process, narrative analysis is the 

relevant analysis method, to understand firstly, which narratives exist in the Cyprus conflict, 

and secondly, how these narratives influence the peacebuilder´s activities through 

understanding how they narrate the conflict.  

 

Particularly, this research adopts Rhode’s approach of a decentred analysis., It aims to produce 

detailed studies of people´s beliefs to unpack narratives115. Decentred analysis understands 

individuals as actors with agency, that are socialised to have a certain web of beliefs, called 

traditional beliefs. As they have agency, their belief system can change over time116.  

 

As it is crucial to understand which underlying beliefs influence the peacebuilders’ activities, 

to understand how they try to influence the peacebuilding process, the decentred approach is 

the relevant analysis approach. The decentred approach´s core technique is recovering stories. 

To apply, it “explore[s] the social context in which individuals think and act” 117, therefore it 
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situates the beliefs and actions within the actor´s set of believes and relates them to the 

tradition118. Table 4 offers a summary of the relevant concepts of the method.  

 

Summing up, this thesis’ narrative analysis focuses firstly, on identifying the collective 

narratives within the Cyprus conflict, and secondly, on decentring the peacebuilders’ 

underlying beliefs from how they narrate their engagement with the conflict’s collective 

narratives of trauma. It is crucial to understand their priorities and beliefs when we analyse how 

they engage with the collective narratives, as it clarifies why different peacebuilders take 

different approaches in trying to shape the conflict, and therefore, potentially influence the 

peacebuilding process.  

 

 

 

 

2.5 Validity  

 

In line with this interpretive approach, and the use of framing theory more broadly, an abductive 

method was used for both data gathering and data analysis. This is an iterative process of 

evaluating primary source data obtained during the research and returning theoretical 

propositions to explain patterns in the data119. In this approach, positivist criteria for assessing 

the validity and reliability of the research are limited in their applicability as the research goal 

to understand the contextualized meaning-making process of respondents. The criteria for 
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verification of the findings in this approach are predominantly reflexivity, and researcher sense- 

checking during the research process, such as separating the note-taking and note-making 

process, searching for tensions in respondent responses, and questioning surprises in the data120. 

To become aware of and mitigate biases throughout the whole data collection and analysis 

process, the base of the research process is abductive inference, an iterative process of 

sensemaking. An abductive approach calls for constant analysis of the evidence to refute current 

findings, adjust methods and conclusions. It increases the validity of the research as it helps to 

avoid confirmation bias. Abduction is an iterative process by which the researcher goes back 

and forth between the empirical evidence and theoretical presumptions121. When new evidence 

enters the sensemaking process the explanation of circumstance might have to be given up at a 

later stage122. 

 

As this thesis analyses narratives of peacebuilders, it is crucial to understand their narratives 

how they intended to bring them across. Only then one can truly understand the motivations 

behind certain actions. To increase the validity of the researcher´s conclusions, the ordinary 

language approach accounts for the possibility of misunderstanding interviewees. Once one 

builds “up an understanding from the data, [one tries] to confirm that it is accurate”123.  

Confirmation can take place through member-checking, asking other members of the 

community similar questions to verify if the researcher understands concepts correctly124, 

contesting or confirming current findings. To check the sense of the findings, one can also ask 

other community members direct questions to confirm the meaning of a concept125, to ensure 

the true meaning of narratives is analysed and not a misrepresentation  

 

Furthermore, I have to demonstrate reflexivity, which means I iteratively reflect on my identity 

as a Greek Cypriot, since I grew up in the Greek-speaking part of the island during my early 

childhood, with close family and friends still living there. As the researcher enters a context 

and investigates specific sensemaking, she cannot be fully disconnected from the researched 

topic126. My identity can enter the data collection phase if I ask potentially leading questions, 

and through the way the interviewee perceives me, as I am interviewing individuals from both 
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communities. For this reason, my identity might bring additional value to the research: 

interviewees might open up more to me, as an insider, compared to whether they would see me 

as an outsider or a perceived enemy. My identity could also enter the analysis phase if I searched 

for specific answers. To mitigate this risk, I will check for ‘tension’ in the data and findings that 

contest my emerging explanation. This ensures that I keep an open mind and avoid to “rush to 

[a] diagnosis”127.  
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Chapter Three: The History of the Conflict 

 

For the past 48 years, Cyprus has been divided into the Greek speaking Republic of Cyprus 

(RoC) in the South, and the Turkish-speaking northern part of the island128. Currently, Nicosia 

is the last divided capital in the world through the UN buffer zone129. The UN peacekeeping 

mission UNFICYP has been stationed on the island for 57 years. The following chapter 

provides the historical background required for the fieldwork and analysis in later chapters.  

 

3.1.1 Build up to the hot conflict 

 

Cyprus has always been an island influenced by the cultures that either invaded, ruled or settled 

on it, primarily due to its strategic location, ideal for trade and military operations. These 

include the Venetians, the Spanish, the French and, most importantly for today’s conflict, the 

Ottomans and the British130.  

Originally, it was a Hellenic civilization that became part of the Ottoman empire in 1571, which 

significantly restructured the island’s society131, which laid the basis for today’s communal 

separation. Among the measures to restructure society was the offering of a monetary incentive 

for tens of thousands of Turkish settlers to move to Cyprus132. The communities self-segregated 

into the Greek-speaking Orthodox community and the Turkish-speaking Muslim community, 

due to the ethnic, linguistic and religious heterogeneity133.  The separation of the communities 

implied that their identities developed apart from one another, and that they identified 

themselves through the said separation134.  

In 1878, Cyprus came under British rule135, which furthered the separation of the communities 

since the it divided every aspect of public life and decision-making. This included the separation 

of school life, which perpetuated the lacking development of a common Cypriot identity, and 
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further increased the attachment to their respective ethnic groups and the outside supportive 

nations Greece and Turkey136.  

As Greek Cypriots questioned the legitimacy of the British rule, they demanded enosis, unity 

with Greece. Fiercely supported by Greece, the Greek Cypriots launched an armed struggle 

against the British rule in the mid-1950s. Britain reacted with force and repression, and 

mobilised the Turkish Cypriot minority, which represented 18% of the population and was 

supported by Turkey, to help fight the violent struggle for enosis137. Enosis demands were 

disconcerting for the Turkish Cypriots who feared that they would be repressed, a fact that led 

to their demand of taksim, the partition of the island. The difference in demands for 

independence led to the formation of paramilitary groups in both communities, which 

destabilised the island and the society, resulting in inter-communal killings in 1956138.  

Ultimately, when violence escalated and Britain started fearing that it would lose all of its 

influence on the military strategically important island, it agreed to Cyprus’ independence139.  

The self-proclaimed guarantor powers Greece and Turkey together with Britain, agreed on four 

documents, constituting the foundation of the Republic of Cyprus140. These are the Treaty of 

Guarantee, which allows Turkey and Greece to intervene unilaterally to re-establish the political 

status quo; the Treaty of Alliance, which allows Britain to keep two sovereign base areas,  

Greece and Turkey to station officers141; the Treaty of Establishment; and the Constitution, 

which ensure strict power-sharing of the communities to avoid supremacy of the Greek Cypriots 

and which ruled out both taksim and enosis142. 

After the British retreated from the island in 1960143,Greek and Turkish influences remained 

strong through propaganda in education and media, and through the paramilitary groups, as 

neither community was satisfied with the framework of the new state144. Due to the strict power-

sharing and resistance of the other parties, parliament was in constant deadlock145. To ensure a 

smoother functioning of state development, Greek Cypriot President Makarios presented an 

amendment of the Constitution in 1963, which would result in the transformation of the 
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Republic of into a state with Greek Cypriot decision-making power with a protected Turkish 

Cypriot minority146. The Turkish Cypriot community and Turkey were worried the amendments 

might lead to oppression of their community, which led to a violent uprising and intercommunal 

violence. Between the end of December 1963 and January 1964, the violence escalated, ranging 

from the kidnapping of people and taking of hostages to casualties147.   

 

3.1.2 1963-1974 - The hot conflict  

 

Initially, a force between Greece, Turkey and Britain, under the latter’s lead, negotiated 

ceasefires for short time spans, establishing a buffer zone in the capital Nicosia; these, however, 

were unsuccessful and ended in violence. The situation deteriorated to the point that the ROC’s 

government consented to a UN peacekeeping mission148. In March 1964, the UN peacekeeping 

mission UNFICYP was created with resolution 186, which included a mediator149. The role of 

UNFICYP will be discussed in a latter section.  

The following decade saw repeated but sporadic eruptions of inter-communal violence. In July 

1974, the situation escalated, when the Greek government launched a coup d’état in Cyprus to 

oust Makarios’ government150. Turkey reacted through launching a limited invasion of the 

island, overthrowing the military regime and reinstating a civilian regime151. With the new 

civilian government, talks about a new governance solution were initiated but broke down and 

resulted in a second, much larger invasion in 1974152. This time, Greek Cypriots launched 

attacks against most Turkish Cypriot villages and communities, and Turkish forces occupied 

the main Turkish Cypriot enclaves in Northern Cyprus153.  

At the end of July 1974, Turkish, Greek and British representatives met in Geneva, and agreed 

on a security zone which only the UN would be allowed to enter. Today, this area covers three 

percent of the island. Additionally, they took measures to protect Cypriots who evacuated their 

homes, and to ensure safety in mixed villages. Since the 16th of August 1974 until today, a 
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ceasefire is in place, which was declared by the Turkish Cypriots. Until today, no official peace 

treaty is in place154. 

Thousands of Cypriots and some peacekeepers lost their lives, hundreds of thousands were 

internally displaced and 2002 people went missing155. Further, the Turkish invasion resulted in 

the long-term occupation of 34% of the island's territory156. 

 

3.1.3 Post-1974 until 2004 

 

After the war ended in 1974, the goal of the Cypriot communities and its guarantor powers was 

to reunify the island under a common government, which was at the time rejected by the Greek 

Cypriot leaders157. As negotiations became more tense, the Turkish Cypriot leadership declared 

the North independent under the name `Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus´ in 1983, which 

is internationally non-recognised158.  

Multiple negotiation rounds failed, until the prospect of joining the EU presented itself, initially 

with the condition that Cyprus needed to be reunified159. Thus, the late 1990s until 2004 again 

saw multiple negotiation rounds, that were fruitless. Only when Kofi Annan, UN Secretary 

General at the time, presented a comprehensive peace plan for Cyprus with the final round of 

direct talks being restarted in 2004, was a breakthrough achieved160. It was the first time that 

the communities agreed on a comprehensive settlement161. Shortly before the planned EU 

accession, the EU stated it would let Cyprus join in divided form, and the referendum before 

the implementation failed: 76% of Greek Cypriots voted `no´ after the president strongly urged 

them to do so “during an impassioned televised speech”162, as he fuelled resentment towards 

the other side and old colonial powers. In contrast, 65% of Turkish Cypriots voted “yes”, 

expressing their desire to implement the plan163.  

The reason for the breakthrough was a combination of different factors. Firstly, that the 

prospective EU accession was initially only possible if the island was reunified. This gave the 
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incentive to come to the negotiation table164. Secondly, only because both sides understood the 

value of EU accession, they stayed at the table. Initially, the Turkish Cypriot leadership did not 

see the value of joining the EU, which changed after the EU showed them the economic benefit, 

and after the population demonstrated and voted for a more liberal, pro-EU government165. 

Thirdly, the UN involvement had changed. Kofi Annan was able to present a comprehensive 

draft plan for the first time, which was not possible before due to the norm of non-involvement 

into domestic affairs. The presentation of a draft allowed more concrete negotiations, and 

ultimately, success166. 

 

31.4 2004 until today  

 

No major breakthrough was achieved since 2004. Instead, new challenges appeared. 

Particularly, the newly discovered gas reservoir off Cyprus´ shores added fuel to the conflict, 

particularly as Turkey started mining for the gas in the northern seashore of Cyprus without the 

RoC´s consent167. In 2011, the gas´ existence was confirmed after test drills168. This was 

followed by licensing rounds to international companies169. Turkey sees the discovery of the 

gas as a possibility to decrease its dependence on gas from Russia, Azerbaijan and Iran170. 

Turkey and the TRNC accused the RoC of acting as if “they were the sole owners of the 

island”171 and disagreed with some agreements signed with potential extractors172. Hence, once 

ships of the RoC drilled for gas in 2012, Turkish naval ships were released. Turkey threatened 

that if the RoC would not share the gas with all inhabitants, it might annex Northern Cyprus173.  

The last round of extended, promising negotiations to solve the conflict took place in Crans-

Montana in Switzerland in 2017. The negotiations went further than ever before174. Contrary to 

previous negotiations, this time the process was owned by the Cypriot leaders175, to avoid a 

breakdown in the implementation due to the feeling that the process was not Cypriot-owned176. 
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The UN hoped that the parties would achieve breakthroughs on six crucial topics177. Most 

importantly, the issue of guarantees, which allows Turkey and Greece to have troops on the 

island, as well as the right of intervention by the two states, were under discussion and were 

close to a breakthrough. Both sides were initially eager to come to an agreement178, but once 

again the process halted, as at one point “the way people spoke about each other and to each 

other did not sound like people who were about to unify their homeland” 179. After the failing 

of the process, particularly the Greek Cypriots blamed the other for the failure180. Therefore, 

once again these were promising negotiations, that this time they were taken further than ever 

before, until past narratives came into the way of a successful outcome.  
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Chapter Four: The role of IOs and NGOs in the Cyprus peacebuilding process   

 

This chapter provides a brief introduction to the role of IOs and NGOs in Cyprus’ peacebuilding 

process  

4.1 International Organisations 

 

The most prominent international organisation involved in the Cyprus conflict is the UN with 

its peacekeeping mission UNFICYP and the mission’s good offices and their mediators that 

help facilitate dialogue between the conflicting parties. When it initially became active on the 

island, its goal was to appease violence, in which it succeeded, as it negotiated local ceasefires 

and established a buffer zone between the island’s North and South181. Today, the mission 

patrols the buffer zone and facilitates agricultural and bi-communal work in it, with a focus on 

the role of youth and women182.  

The UN has impacted the peacebuilding process in numerous ways. Initially, it halted the 

violence183, which provided the basis for a peace process. Through the establishment of the 

buffer zone, though, it institutionalised the division of the communities, which ensured that the 

communities could not check their biases, fear and the stories told in their social circles. 

Therefore, the institutionalised division allowed for different versions of history and the 

connected hatred to spread184. In regard to solving the underlying conflict, the UN brought the 

political leaders to the negotiation table, but no solution was reached. 

During the negotiations of the Annan Plan from 2002-2004 that preceded Cyprus’ EU 

accession, the interest of the EU in unifying the island increased. It launched initiatives to 

influence the Turkish Cypriot community, as the Greek Cypriot community was already 

convinced of the value of accession185. Through showing the Turkish Cypriots the potential 

improvement of their economic situation, the EU gave the Turkish Cypriot Chamber of 

Commerce more responsibility and funded independent bodies that were not strongly 

influenced by the government. It succeeded in swaying Turkish Cypriot opinion186. Pro-EU 

demonstrations led to Northern Cypriots electing a pro-EU leader that brought about a strong 
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shift in both reunification and EU-accession talks187. Since then, the Turkish Cypriot political 

leadership became more open to solving the conflict. Since the EU agreed to let Cyprus join as 

a divided island, it only offers limited funding for bi-communal initiatives and research on the 

conflict. EU involvement impacted the Turkish Cypriot openness to find a solution, but as it 

allowed a divided Cyprus to join, it decreased Greek Cypriot willingness to find a solution, 

since the status quo is comfortable for them, and the current situation increases the RoC 

government’s legitimacy188.  

 

4.2 Sub-national Organizations and NGOs 

 

In the early 2000s, the Association for Historical Dialogue and Research (AHDR) was founded, 

which was the most notable civil society organisation at the time. It revised the history books 

in Northern Cyprus to include a less biased representation of the conflict after the new 

government was elected189. Until today, the AHDR hosts projects in the buffer zone to remodel 

education on the island. Sharing the value of historic education and dialogue, as well as critical 

thinking as an integral part to society190. One of the AHDR´s projects “Imagine” was launched 

in 2017 around the Crans-Montana negotiation round It conducts anti-racism and peace 

education trainings for students and teachers. Within three years, 5091 students and 1014 

participated in Imagine’s trainings. The organisation also includes students and teachers from 

rural areas that, due to their geographical position, might otherwise not get in contact with 

members of the other community191.   

The organisation that has been active the longest is the Committee for Missing Persons (CMP). 

The body was established in 1981 to recover, identify, and return the remains to the families of 

2002 agreed upon individuals that have gone missing in the intercommunal fights between 

1963-4, as well as during the events in 1974. Its goal is to bring closure to the affected 

families192. So far, the CMP has exhumed 1181 of the 2002 missing persons, and identified 

1026193, which helps bring closure to thousands of families that might change their attitude to 

the peacebuilding process as they are able to process their grief. It is crucial, at this point, to 
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highlight the importance of the missing persons in the conflict. In 2021, the European Court of 

Human Rights (ECHR) established that the Greek Cypriot government has failed to effectively 

investigate the fate of a missing person and to inform the family of his remains194. UN experts 

of the Committee on Enforced Disappearances have further established that the issue of missing 

persons is still highly politicised, to the point that political leaders of both sides prioritise 

political considerations over fully evaluating existing information to find missing persons195.   

Further, some organisations have been active in fostering cross-communal contact, peace 

education and cooperation for years. Some of them are located in the buffer zone. These are 

amongst others Peace Players, the Home for Cooperation and Cyprus Inno. Each organisation 

targets a different age group and audience. Through events and activities, they work on bringing 

people from the two sides of the island together to foster contact and break down prejudices 

taught in school and through stories told in the social circle196.  

In conclusion, different IOs and NGOs have influenced the peacebuilding process in different 

ways. The UN largely focuses on the elite politicians’ level, although their focus is now shifting. 

NGOs are more focused on engaging civil society for the peacebuilding process and in 

addressing the population’s issues. To get a better insight of the motivations and nuances of 

these organisations’ activities, I have conducted interviews with members of some of the 

aforementioned organisations, which form part of the analysis in a latter chapter.   
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Chapter Five:  Collective narratives of trauma in the Cyprus Conflict  

 

The following chapter gives an overview of the dominant collective narratives of trauma within 

the Cyprus conflict and how they serve the communities, to answer the first sub-question  

What are the key narratives of trauma in the Cypriot communities?  

This chapter introduces the communities´ narratives, as only when one understands which 

narratives exist and which role they play in the conflict and the connected peacebuilding 

process, can one understand how engaging with them influences the peacebuilding process, 

which the following chapter analyses.   

The chapter is divided into six sections. Sections one to five introduce the dominant collective 

narratives on what exactly is considered the active conflict, the blame narrative and the 

connected self-victimisation, the origin narrative, the threat narrative, and the refugee narrative. 

In each section, the contrasting narratives of the Greek- and Turkish Cypriot community are 

introduced. Section six introduces how formal education perpetuates the narratives. 

 

5.1 When did the hot conflict take place? – Memory narratives 

 

The communities have not agreed on a common historical reality, including the importance of 

certain events. This becomes obvious when examining when exactly the conflict started to 

emerge. For Turkish Cypriots, the active conflict started in 1963 and lasted until 1974, when 

Turkey’s peace operation arrived in Cyprus to protect them and re-establish the constitutional 

order197. As Greek Cypriots started their open aggressions towards Turkish Cypriots in the 

1960s with the formation of enclaves and concentration camps, it made everyday life difficult 

for the Turkish Cypriot community, with many becoming refugees within the island itself, 

forced to relocate to other areas. The phase between 1963 and 1974 is narrated as the main 

conflict, as it is the phase of main suffering198.  

For Greek Cypriots, the active conflict is the invasion by Turkey and the ensuing civil war, 

which took place after the coup in 1974. In schoolbooks, as well as in the media, 1974 is 
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narrated as the start of the escalations, which led to the civil war199. The island’s division taking 

place after 1974 backs the Greek Cypriots’ narrative.  

Therefore, for Turkish Cypriots, the active conflict took place between 1963 and 1974, ending 

with Turkey’s peace operation, while for Greek Cypriots the active conflict started in 1974, 

with the invasion of Turkey.  

 

5.2 Who is to blame? – Blame and self-victimisation narratives 

 

Greek Cypriots blame Turkey for the conflict, who started dividing the communities during the 

Ottoman empire, a fact that can be seen in formal education, where students learn about Turkish 

aggressions throughout history200. More recently, the British are blamed for further dividing the 

communities with their ‘divide and rule’ policy back when Cyprus was a colony. The Greek 

Cypriot community narrates that coexistence was peaceful until the British orchestrated violent 

incidents in the 1960s201. Further, Greece and the US, due to their backing of the Greek 

government, are blamed for the coup in 1974, which provoked the Turkish invasion and 

occupation of half of the island202. Thus, `the West’ is blamed for having betrayed the Greek 

Cypriots, and even helping the Turks203. Lastly, Turkey is blamed for invading, occupying half 

of the island, killing and causing the disappearance of Greek Cypriots, and taking the homes of 

many others204.  

Turkish Cypriots blame the Greek Cypriots for mistreating them with the goal of eradicating 

them, starting in 1963, which led to a decade of suffering205. Further, Greek Cypriots’ desire 

for enosis, which Turkish Cypriots did not want, is narrated as the main cause for the escalation 

of the tensions206, which ultimately led to the division, and later to the proclamation of the 

Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC). Turkey, in contrast, is seen as an ally due to the 

peace operation in 1974, which is narrated as the `Happy Peace Operation´ having liberated 

Turkish Cypriots from Greek Cypriot oppression207. 
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The narratives of blame are naturally connected to the narratives of self-victimisation. Through 

the communities defining themselves via the narrations as victims208, others can be blamed for 

all traumatising events. Crucial for the self-victimisation is the narrative of the own suffering, 

through killings, disappearances, and displacement. Additionally, the communities did not 

acknowledge any of their own wrongdoings for a long time, as they could otherwise no longer 

be the victim. Today, the communities have acknowledged their own blame to some extent, 

while still narrating that the blame of the others is bigger and, thus, they themselves are the 

bigger victims209.  

Through portraying their own community as a victim, the communities do not need to take 

responsibility for their actions and confront the connected shame, which means they do not 

need to offer apologies or reparations to the other. 

 

5.3 Who is threatened? – Threat narratives   

 

In a similar vein, the narrative of blame is connected to the narrative of threat. When the 

differences between communities impact everyday life, becoming an existential threat210, they 

can start building narratives that help mobilise their own community against the perceived 

aggressor for protective reasons211. Both communities’ narratives of threat are based on the fear 

of expansionism. For Greek Cypriots, it is the fear of Turkish expansionism; for Turkish 

Cypriots it is the fear of oppression by Greek Cypriots and Greek expansionism through 

enosis212.  

The fear of Turkish expansionism is narrated through the past confrontations between Greece 

and Turkey, with aggressions starting with the fall of Constantinople in 1453213. Students learn 

the most important dates of Turkish aggressions against Greece in school, and they have 

pictures of `brave´ Greeks that fought against the Turks hanging on classroom walls, which 

overall builds the narrative of the threatening Turk214. Media keeps the narrative of the threat 

                                                            
208 McKeown & Psaltis, 2017 
209 Papadakis, 2008 

          210 Gurr, 2007 

          211 King, 2007; Gurr, 2007 
212 Psaltis, 2016 
213 Papadakis, 2005 
214 Ibid. 



 

42 
 

alive by connecting Turkey with illegal activities in their reporting and portrays the Turkish 

troops on the island as a threat215.  

For Turkish Cypriots, two threats are dominant. Firstly, the threat of oppression by Greek 

Cypriots, particularly visible in the years 1963 and 1974216. The community experienced an 

existential threat due to the Greek Cypriot government and population, and describes that time 

in their narration as “hell every day”217. Secondly, the threat of Greek expansionism, and the 

connected strive for enosis are claimed as the reason for the Turkish intervention in 1974218. 

Greek expansionism is narrated through attributing importance to events such as the adoption 

of a resolution in the RoC’s government in 1967, declaring that enosis shall happen219. 

Particularly the coup of 1974, backed by the Greek military junta is narrated as an attempt to 

extend Greek rule to Cyprus. Even after Greek Cypriots officially abandoned plans for enosis, 

the Turkish Cypriot leadership convinced its population that the plans for enosis are still 

there220. 

 

5.4 Who is a real Cypriot?  – Origin, glorification, and racism narratives 

 

Both communities have differing historical narratives about the origins and ethnicity of the 

Cypriot people. Depending on the origin story and the attributed ethnicity, it becomes clear that 

only ‘true’ Cypriots have the right to the island, others are considered barbaric people who are 

excluded.  

According to the Greek Cypriot narrative, Mycenaeans were the first to settle in Cyprus, 

hellenising the Cypriots221. Even though different peoples conquered Cyprus and held the island 

as a colony, Cypriots have retained their Hellenic character due to the original settlers coming 

from Greece222.  Everyone who settled on the island at a later stage does not have the right to a 

place in Cyprus, which consequently excludes Turkish Cypriots. According to the narrative, 

Turkish Cypriots too are originally Greeks that have been islamicized223. While the Byzantine 
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empire and thus Greece are glorified in the origin narrative, being described as “flourishing”224, 

the Turks of the Ottoman empire are considered barbaric, blood-thirsty, and as “bestially savage 

people” 225. The way others, particularly Turks and Turkish Cypriots, are narrated in school and 

media, and that their ancestors’ descent determines and denies Turkish Cypriots their identity, 

makes the origin narrative racist226.  

For Turkish Cypriots, the design of the narrative is similar, though reversed. Cyprus is 

considered Turkish, due to Ottomans being the original settlers on the island227. Here, the 

Ottoman period is glorified228 and Greek Cypriots are considered as their own group, but as 

subjects of the former Ottomans. They are not considered Greeks, which denies them the claim 

to a Greek identity and enosis. Similar to the other narrative, Greek Cypriots are described in a 

negative way, in the past as ungrateful, and closer to the present as barbaric 229.  

The origin narratives show the tensions between Greece and Turkey, fighting about their grand 

Byzantine and Ottoman empires, and they clearly show how racism is legitimised within the 

Cypriot communities, which in turn legitimises the political leaders’ claims for their solution to 

the conflict.  

 

5.5 What should happen to the refugees? – Refugee and coexistence narratives  

 

The differing narratives on who is considered a refugee and how past coexistence is narrated, 

implying how the communities should live together once the conflict is solved.  

As Turkish Cypriots understand and narrate 1963 - 1974 as the main time of aggressions against 

them, talking of the past, living together with Greek Cypriots is narrated as “hell every day”230. 

Therefore, the community does not desire to coexist if the conflict is solved231. When the ̀ happy 

peace operation´ arrived in Cyprus in 1974, more people were displaced and relocated to the 

North compared to the previous time of hardship. The narrative surrounding people relocating 

is that they have come to their homeland232. Overall, after 1974, and more specifically after the 
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proclamation of the TRNC in 1983, displaced people are no longer officially considered and 

narrated as refugees; since they are now in their homeland, they should forget about their 

previous homes and lead a new life. Therefore, Turkish Cypriot refugees often say they `were´ 

refugees, speaking in the past tense233. The narrative of `We don’t forget´ is prominent 

throughout Northern Cyprus, representing the desire of the population to never forget the 

suffering they have endured by the Greek Cypriots234, and thus to not coexist again235. The 

narrative of dislocated Turkish Cypriots no longer being refugees, as well as the narrative of 

`We don’t forget´, legitimise the political demands for a divided Cyprus236. 

In contrast, Greek Cypriots glorify the past, narrating the time of coexistence as a peaceful and 

pleasant time that was disrupted by outside powers237. Therefore, once the Cyprus conflict is 

solved, the communities should coexist again238. With regard to the refugee narrative, only 

Greek Cypriots that were dislocated in 1974 are considered refugees239.   

The refugees’ loss and their longing to return to their homes is represented in the `I don´t forget´ 

(δεν ξεχνώ) narrative. The slogan is placed in prominent places, such as on posters and 

nowadays electronic billboards alongside pictures of villages and towns prior to annexation by 

Turkey. The slogan with said pictures and videos were also shown before the main evening 

news until the borders opened in 2003, accompanied by melancholic music, ensuring that Greek 

Cypriots never forget about the lost places, not letting the wound heal, making them feel the 

urge to return one day240. Additionally, documentaries on individual occupied villages and 

towns were shown on national TV241. The glorification of coexistence in the past, and the 

prominent narration of `I don´t forget´, which reminds of the lost land, homes and good life 

legitimise the Greek Cypriot demand for unification and return to the original homes242.  

The differing narratives of `We don´t forget´ with Turkish Cypriots remembering the suffering 

of their community, legitimise the partition of the island, and the `I don´t forget´ narrative for 

Greek Cypriots representing the loss of homes and the previous life, legitimise reunification 
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and the returning to the homes, capture the essence of the contradicting narratives surrounding 

refugees and coexistence. 

 

5.6 Collective narratives of trauma in the educational system  

 

Within the educational system of both communities, an ethnocentric, narrativized version of 

history is being taught, except for a short period in the North. The teaching method and 

underlying ideals are the same, “justifying contemporary social arrangements or political 

actions”243.  

Commonalities in the educational systems are the ethnocentric view and the narratives, teaching 

about the connection to the motherland244, only telling part of the truth and sometimes even 

lies. The latter is illustrated in the award-winning documentary `Sharing an Island´, where three 

young adults of both the Greek- and Turkish Cypriot communities came together and shared a 

house for five days, visiting different historical and cultural sites, and discussing the Cyprus 

conflict. During a fight about a contract allegedly accepting enosis, which was signed by 

Turkish Cypriots leaders according to the Greek Cypriot school education, it became clear that 

the schools had lied to their students and that this never happened245. The scene shows how 

students are taught lies. Unavoidably, if individuals never openly talk to the other community, 

they might spend their lifetime believing and perpetuating the lies and narratives fuelling the 

conflict.  

A focus of the education is on the connection to the motherland. The history of Greece or 

Turkey, their glory and their conflicts are taught first, as well as how the other country is full 

or barbarians246. The Turkish Cypriots are called Turks, and the Greek Cypriots are called 

Greeks throughout the history books, further establishing the division between the two groups 

of Cypriots. In addition to this connection to the motherland, students are taught the origin 

narratives247, to ensure firstly, that they identify with the motherland and, secondly, to show 

that the other community does not have the legitimacy to call themselves true Cypriots.  
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Furthermore, collective trauma is kept alive for example when teachers ask children of refugees 

to ask their parents about their `real´ homes248. Showing the children and their parents that their 

current home is not their true home, makes trauma transgenerational and thus cultural. 

Therefore, the educational systems largely participate in the perpetuation of collective 

narratives of trauma, making them transgenerational. 

Between 2003 and 2010, the Turkish Cypriot leadership changed its history books, teaching a 

critical view of the past, acknowledging the own blame and the hurt caused to the other 

community, to raise critical citizens249. The books did not acknowledge the full extent of harm 

caused to Greek Cypriots but teaching about all of Cyprus and taking a critical stance on history 

with the aim of raising critically thinking citizens to reduce prejudice and bias was a 

breakthrough250. With the elected government of 2010, this changed, and the former textbooks 

were reinstated251, thus, both sides continue to teach their children the collective narratives of 

trauma, to ensure they internalise them and stand behind the status quo and the political leaders’ 

actions as adults.   

In sum, the chapter shows that for all narrative themes almost contradicting narratives exist 

within the two communities. This increases the difficulty of solving the conflict, as both sides 

have fundamentally differing understandings of the conflict and the underlying issues that they 

feel need to be solved, so that it becomes difficult to bridge these gaps. If already no agreement 

exists on what the historically relevant events were, the likelihood of fully accepting the other´s 

perspective and hurt is not high, as is visible in the Cyprus conflict. Furthermore, seeing the 

sheer number of narratives that exist within the conflict and how they are consistently narrated 

in everyday life, it shows how individuals see everyday life through the lens of the Cyprus 

conflict, which denies them the opportunity to heal and perpetuates the conflict.  
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Chapter Six: Peacebuilders´ attempt to destabilise collective narratives of trauma  

 

The following chapter provides the analysis to answer the second sub-question  

How do they influence the work of local peacebuilding initiatives?  

This chapter analyses seven interviews that I have conducted during my fieldwork in Cyprus 

(see table 5 for an overview of the interviewees), as well as reports published by the 

interviewees’ organisations to get a broader insight into their activities, methods and into what 

they think their impact is.  

The chapter is divided into two parts, along the lines of the decentred narrative analysis 

approach, as it shows how actions are informed by underlying belief systems. The first section 

introduces the motivation behind the peacebuilders’ actions, demonstrating their underlying 

beliefs. It analyses why they engage with what they believe are stumbling blocks to peace. To 

do so, it firstly analyses what they believe are relevant stumbling blocks to peace and, secondly, 

what their motivations and values behind their engagement in peacebuilding actions are. 

Section two analyses how peacebuilders engage with the collective narratives and the 

interconnected stumbling blocks to peace due to their underlying beliefs. In particular, it 

analyses how the peacebuilders attempt to destabilise or stabilise the narratives they interact 

with.  

 

 

 

Interviewee Affiliation Date of Interview  

Manager Home for Cooperation (H4C) 24.5.2022 

Co-Founder Cyprus Inno 28.04.2022 

Film director Film Documentary: Sharing an Island 23.05.2022 

Director  PRIO Cyprus Centre (PCC) 17.05.2022 

Communications Officer  HADE 05.05.2022 

Team-member  Peace Players Cyprus (PPC) 29.04.2022 

Civil affairs staff International Organisation (IO) 11.05.2022 

  
Table 5: Interviewees  
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6.1 Peacebuilders’ Belief systems 

 

To gain insight into what the peacebuilders understand as hurdles to achieve peace in Cyprus, 

their answers are classified into four main categories: firstly, their lack of confidence in the top-

down political peace process alone to solve the conflict; secondly, the implications of the 

physical division; thirdly, the lack of institutional support; and fourthly, the problems connected 

to narratives. Lastly, the analysis extends on the peacebuilders’ belief systems.  

 

6.1.1 Lack of confidence in the political peace process 

 

The interviewees largely agree that the “top-down approaches have failed us for so many years 

[…] people are comfortable in their positions. They don’t want to risk having something 

different”252. The film director argues that “th[e]se groups of peacemakers […] find themselves 

quite apart from their policy and decision-making. I don’t think they’re represented by the 

current political wave”253. Additionally, she argues that:  

Cyprus is governed by such capitalist governments, [which] reflects on how 

they deal with the Cyprus problem. […] [I] feel like the biggest enemy to peace 

is the greed for money. They are not working on a grass-roots level for the 

people, but they always see it from a financial point of view, either if that 

concerns the gas, […] or that kind of thing 254.  

Therefore, due to the ideological distance, politicians don’t seem to share similar priorities and 

beliefs with peacebuilders, which becomes visible in their inaction towards implementing 

strategies to further peacebuilding within the population. “They talk about that we want peace, 

but there’s no actionable steps to actually get provided this institutional support”255. HADE 

agrees, “If they don't truly want […] a solution, then they are not going to make the right 

campaign for the solution to come”256, which shows the frustration that many peacebuilders 

share and their connected lack of confidence in the political peace process.   
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When I asked what they identify as the biggest stumbling blocks to peace, most Cypriot 

interviewees laughed and claimed that it was the political process itself. Therefore, this explains 

that they see the current dominant approach focusing on the politicians as ineffective, as the 

politicians do not want to achieve peace in their opinion, which justifies why they want to 

strengthen the role of the local population in the process in the hope of finding a solution.  

 

6.1.2 Implications of the physical division  

 

“I think part of the problem deeply running, is the fact that the two communities constantly 

have only been drifting apart”257,“there’s no ties”258. Since the communities do not share 

everyday life, many difficulties emerge, both practical, as well as ideological. On the one hand, 

this leads to “the lack of understanding and trust between the communities”259, which 

consequently fuels the conflict. On the other hand, “they have no idea who is the other. And 

they hate him, but […] we have no idea of who is the other. […] What do they eat? […] How 

often do they go to their religious institution?”260.  This illustrates that peacebuilders find the 

lack of knowledge about the other an important issue, as the normalisation of the physical 

division and the consequences perpetuate the conflict, as it fuels distrust and a lack of 

connection between the people, which means they do not yearn for a solution. Additionally, the 

division has practical implications for peacebuilding activities.  

It is impossible to be inclusive in Cyprus […] because if you do an event in the 

South, you are excluding all people in the North that cannot cross to the South. 

[…] This is a very big obstacle […] to understand each other […]261. 

Peace Players Cyprus shares the opinion, as they answer that “Logistics [and] checkpoints”262 

are the most frustrating part of their work, that inhibit exchanges between the people and, thus, 

inhibit understanding. Overall, it is difficult for NGOs to organise events on both sides of the 

island, as:  
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For example, to […] pay people, [and], vendors from both communities, […] 

organisations […]  in the South or in the North cannot do any bank transfers to 

the other communities. […] So even very practical issues like [that] are quite 

difficult263. 

Therefore, peacebuilders see the physical division as a reason for the deep prejudices, 

the lack of desire to be reunited with the other side, and as a hurdle to execute 

peacebuilding activities.  

 

6.1.3 Institutional hurdles  

 

Obstacles on an institutional level are also strongly evident in the interviewees’ answers. As the 

conflict has been going on for a long time: 

The accumulation of all this in the last 40, 50 years led to a situation where 

[…] for it to be rebuilt again, you need a lot of effort, a lot of institutional 

support, which is lacking again on the island. […] [But] there [is]n’t a lot of 

institutional support to create more understanding and empathy between the 

communities264.  

The lack of support indicates the political leadership welcomes initiatives only theoretically but 

does not actively support them to make the needed change. Therefore, it becomes clear that the 

political leadership does not try to support the NGOs in their activities but rather makes it 

difficult for them. Firstly, because of a lack of funding, and secondly, due to threats by 

nationalists and the political leadership. “They might get attacked. Many times, we see activities 

being stopped by the government […], especially in the South […]”265. 

Connected to the decisions made by the communities’ political institutions, Education is one of 

the most influential factors in the conflict, as it perpetuates the collective narratives. “[…] The 

education system […] is a huge problem”266, as “[they] are quite biased in what they teach”267.   
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We find out about different parts of history. If you grow up in the Greek 

Cypriot community in the South, you learn a specific set of events. If you grow 

up in the Turkish Cypriot community in the North, again, you learn a different 

set of events268. 

Due to the selective history lessons, as chapter five shows, schools only teach specific facts and 

knowledge, on which the next section elaborates. In addition to teaching the biased history of 

the conflict, the educational systems teach “[…] the good things of the nation and the bad things 

of the other nation […], no critical thinking, no self-criticism”269. In the South, “any attempts 

to change the education system is blocked by the church […]”270, which shows the role of the 

relevant institutions in blocking potential reform for peace, and thus their disinterest in 

furthering peacebuilding activities.  

 In sum, the peacebuilders understand and perceive the political leaderships, the educational 

system, and the church in the South as actors that actively perpetuate the conflict, rather than 

as a support system. They do so either through not acting on their promises and passively 

inhibiting the peacebuilders´ activities as they do not allocate funding, or secondly, through 

actively threating peacebuilding actors to end their activities. Therefore, change could only be 

possible if either the institutions change their behaviour, if the population pressures them to act 

in favour of peace, or if the IOs that do not get threatened by the political leaderships can extend 

their activities to reach more local population.  

 

 6.1.4 Differing narratives 

  

Connected to the differing educational systems are differing collective narratives that are 

perpetuated by the communities. According to the director of the PRIO Cyprus Centre:  

We rarely fight facts inside this. We fight perceptions and ghosts. It is 

perceptions that, at the end of the day, form the reality in the people’s minds 

when they make their choice. […] People sometimes in conflict areas, and that 
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seems to be the case in Cyprus, live more in the past rather than the present or 

the future271. 

This repeatedly shows the important role narratives play in the conflict. But “it is person to 

person […] and depends on their own experiences or whatever they heard from their elders”272, 

therefore it is crucial not to generalise, but rather look into the context of the individuals’ 

narratives to counter them. “The challenge is to navigate around these narratives”273, which 

describes one of the main tasks peacebuilders take on. The importance of dealing with the 

narratives comes as “everything […] has to do with misconceptions about the other or prejudice 

that we carry sometimes, […] we all carry stereotypes [...] in our minds”274.  

In addition to education, media appears to be another actor perpetuating the narratives, which 

becomes a hurdle for achieving peace. Recently, the government of the RoC allowed the import 

of some non-animal products from the North to be distributed to the South and Europe. The 

national news narrated that this food would be on the table in a negative way, which the film 

director criticises: 

[…] it’s all about representation in the media. So how [do] you prepare the 

people to live together if this is how you transmit this kind of news, even the 

simple news that I told you […]. It’s a very nationalist rhetoric275.  

The intensity of the narratives has different effects when deeply ingrained in people. For some, 

“the established perceptions and the lack of the will to tackle”276, can be a challenge “combined 

with lack of pragmatism”277 as it can lead to missed opportunities.  For others, particularly 

young people, they can lead more to fear rather than unwillingness to act.  The trauma has been 

inherited to the children, as “a big issue […] is the lack of addressing trauma. […] it is very 

much generational as it was never addressed even mono-communally”278. The internalisation 

of narratives is very visible in children: 

With a lot of these younger kids […] their opinions have already been formed 

a little bit through the educational system, through the stories that they hear 

from their family, from their grandparents. So sometimes kids are scared. We 
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have a lot of stories of kids that are crying, giving tantrums, all of that, because 

they just don't want to meet kids from the other side, or they don't want to cross 

to the other side because these people are monsters and they have killed people. 

They are evil [….] they do have some prejudices279. 

According to the peacebuilders, the collective narratives perpetuated through education, media 

and the family, deeply impact individuals. Therefore, they promote misconceptions and 

mistrust, and keep people in the past, preventing them from moving forward, which they 

identify as one of the main reasons why the peace process fails.  

 

6.1.5 Peacebuilders’ beliefs  

 

The stumbling blocks to peace that peacebuilders identify, inform their beliefs in what is needed 

for a successful peacebuilding process. Overall, they agree that prejudices and misconceptions 

need to be broken down.  

Peace is not only in politics. Peace is a mindset […] of not being racist, of not 

hav[ing] enemies because of ethnicities, not having enemies because you don't 

know them […] so we have to build a bridge280. 

 When asked which narratives they want to weaken, the overarching response was “everything 

that has to do with misconceptions about the other or prejudice that we carry sometimes”281. To 

do so, they believe that they need to strengthen interaction and collaboration: 

We both believed that there wasn’t enough intercommunal […]. It’s mainly 

about two people being able to communicate, have a dialogue and collaborate 

together […] it puts a lightbulb in their head282.  

Therefore, interaction and collaboration are the main goal. “The mission of the home is to be 

an enabler to facilitate contact, […] relationships, to build bridges”283.   

I think top-down approaches are not going to convince the people. (…) of 

course [it] can help (…) I think people need to interact with each other and […] 
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experience their own, have their own story. Because without interaction, you 

believe the state284.  

Largely, the focus of peacebuilding activities is on Nicosia, where most organisations are 

situated and thus the interaction with people is the highest, but “[we] wanted to expand outside 

of here and have these posts in all sorts of sectors so that they expand in different cities of the 

island as well”285. This can, at times, be challenging, which motivated the director to make her 

documentary film on the interaction between youth of the two sides “because a film as a 

medium, you can take it and you can screen it anywhere. […] We tried to go to very far away 

communities and outside of Cyprus as well and talk about these issues” 286. 

In addition to promoting interaction, offering unbiased information to citizens and politicians 

to decide on their priorities can support the peace building process. Among others, the PRIO 

Cyprus Centre, for instance, has been: 

[...] designed to contribute to an informed public debate on the Cyprus problem 

and the framework […]. We don’t take a stance on things; we are not trying to 

impose models of behaviours or solutions. […] For people to have a[n] […] 

objective basis on which to make their mind […]287. 

 

Peace Players are also: 

not trying to influence any opinions here, but we want to at least give them the 

opportunity to form their own opinion outside of the […] traditional ways of 

getting information about the conflict288,  

which shows that the peacebuilders believe that offering unbiased information is vital 

for weakening the dominant collective narratives in the communities. On a more 

personal level, many of the peacebuilders “needed to feel something is happening”289, 

to ensure that the conflict continues to be tackled, particularly because the absence of 

violence might result in people becoming comfortable with the current situation and, 

therefore, the latter risking never changing.  
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Because it is so-called frozen, it is much more difficult to solve in a sense, 

because […] there is no burning daily reality and […] and violent conflict that 

would prompt people to do so. So, it’s extremely important that we don’t let it 

be on the […] backburner290. 

Most peacebuilders I spoke to are Cypriot. The high number of Cypriots involved compared to 

internationals in bottom-up approaches could be the case because:  

I felt that in Cyprus, I could make a change because it was my society. I 

understood it better. Like I had a take […] I was part of this, and I felt in place 

to do that. So I think for me that was quite motivating291.  

Apart from weakening the traditional narratives, peacebuilders also seem to be seeking to form 

a new one: “I think what we want people to get out of this, is that a lot more is possible for […] 

Cyprus […] we are trying to share the narrative around life that exists across the divide”292. 

Through showing that life is possible with the two communities, “we want to give people that 

vision. If we work together, it's more beneficial in the long term and we're stronger”293. They 

try to strengthen the narrative as “we can focus [on] the common struggles. We can focus on 

the cultural diversity and embrace it, […] the forward-looking narrative294. 

In sum, peacebuilders want to weaken the traditional narratives that fuel fear and 

discrimination, which they believe they can achieve through interaction and collaboration; they 

want to make people think critically, to form their own opinions, which they are convinced they 

can achieve through offering unbiased information; and build and strengthen a new narrative 

on how cooperation is possible.    

 

6.2 Peacebuilders’ engagement with collective narratives of trauma 

 

This section shows how the interviewed peacebuilders interact with the collective narratives of 

trauma, based on their underlying belief systems that were identified in the previous section. 
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6.2.1 PRIO  

 

The PRIO Cyprus Centre, that opened in 2005, “acts as an academic research institute and a 

think tank in trying to contribute to th[e] informed public debate on the Cyprus problem”295, 

and is no activist organisation. Therefore, they distribute objective information for when 

“people decide on their future”296. As the peace process should be owned by the population:  

We always have a[n] […] objective […] information background on what we 

do. We offer analysis […] but that is the most we can do in presenting the 

public with; the final decision is for themselves 297. 

It shows that they deem it important for the population to own the process, and to form their 

own opinion, independently from the collective narratives. In addition to explaining the overall 

context of the conflict and conducting research on emerging challenges, it “tr[ies] to take what 

is discussed at the track one and introduce[s] it in the public dialogue in a nuanced way and 

vice versa”298. This means that they take information discussed by the political elite and make 

it available to the public, as they believe the disconnect between the population and political 

leaderships can stall the peace process. It is crucial for them to offer the public access to 

unbiased, non-narrativized information on the conflict and new developments, which helps 

firstly, to form an opinion that is neither overridden by an emotional response nor does it trigger 

the instilled traumas, and secondly, to avoid that politicians choose which information (not) to 

relay to the constituency. Furthermore, PCC organises events to “facilitate as much contact as 

possible between the two peoples […] as the perception of enmity is very much part of the […] 

non-contact”299.  

Therefore, the PCC destabilizes the collective narratives of trauma through offering alternative, 

objective information, which can change the way the public thinks about certain aspects of the 

conflict, through attempting to bridge the disconnect between the political leadership and the 

public, as well as through establishing contact between the communities so they can confront 

their perceptions and start questioning their beliefs.    

6.2.2 HADE 
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As a young activist organisation, HADE has many volunteers “that are teaching Greek and 

Turkish” 300. One of their main goals is to “gain [people´s] curiosity. Inspire them to read 

more”301, which is similar to the PCC’s aim. Interaction with the other community, while 

learning about concepts surrounding the division, is their main method for attempting to weaken 

the collective narratives.  

One of our main concepts […] is to promote physical interactions […] and 

create meaningful connections between youth […]. We are also organizing 

excursions in both sides of the divide, and we are always trying to link different 

concepts, concepts to the division302. 

To offer the interactions to as many islanders as possible, they try to organise activities that are 

ideally for “free, because we are trying to be […] as inclusive as we can”303. To foster 

inclusivity, their activities alternate between the North and the South, which also means 

participants “get out of their comfort zone […] and they start questioning things”304.  Being 

outside of the comfort zone on the other side of the island, traumas might get triggered. If they 

emerge, “we say it with their name, we express our opinions”305, which can trigger 

conversations and make participants further question their beliefs. In addition to conversations, 

HADE also:  

Tr[ies] to bring new narratives […] by oral history, by organising excursions 

that we invite people that are much older than us to tell us their story and go to 

abandoned villages and explain to us how life was there306. 

Overall, adding to the discussions about existing narratives, HADE wants to “focus [o]n the 

common struggles, the forward-looking narrative”307. They try to frame the common struggles 

that connect to the forward-looking narrative both via looking at the past and, towards the 

future, using methods similar to those of politicians when building their narratives. Talking 

about the past, they stress, for example, the “common struggle of the Pancyprian strikes, and a 

lot of oppression from the British force […], killing many people, arresting many”308. As for 
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the future, they hope “that the checkpoints will leave”309 and thus a reunited island will become 

a reality. 

Through the group activities, language classes and confrontations of the collective narratives, 

they try to foster mutual understanding, respect, they advocate for the end of the existence of 

checkpoints to allow for increased physical interaction, and they try to build a narrative that 

focuses on a common future through showing how collaboration worked in the past and could 

work again in the future.  

6.2.3 Cyprus Inno 

 

Cyprus Inno, in contrast, is building an inter-communal entrepreneurship ecosystem, and 

chooses not to openly interact with the collective narratives.  

We don’t force bi-communality because we’re more focused on the business 

needs. […] We find all the resources who might be able to connect, and the 

rest happens naturally. And when it happens naturally, the sustainability of the 

collaborations is longer310.  

Rather, they try to understand the business needs of the community to bring people together 

and create sustainable relationships, which in turn weakens the collective narratives without 

actively addressing them. This does not only include Cypriots, but “it’s for anybody that lives 

here, passes by or participates in the economy of Cyprus”311.  

They see business as a particularly valuable path to building peace, as: 

Every time there is a political downfall because of the politicians or newly 

elected politicians, you might see those people losing motivation as well. But 

[…] business is always there. […] Usually when you look at peacebuilding 

initiatives, it’s interest-based. So, a person needs to be interested in 

peacebuilding to attend an event when you call it a peacebuilding event. But 

what we do with business is a need. People need to earn money312. 
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This explains how Cyprus Inno can attract participants, such as “people from centre- to right-

wing parties joining our events that you wouldn't see […] in a regular peacebuilding event”313. 

Through having sustainable relationships, “there’s a level where you make somebody aware of 

something. It puts a light bulb on their head. They start thinking differently and 

investigating”314.  

Through their focus on business, which is a need throughout all parts of the communities, and 

through their flexibility in finding out what the communities need, they engage businesspeople 

who build long-term relationships, which supports their narrative “that together we can grow 

further and more sustainable”315. They attempt to weaken the collective narratives through 

engaging audiences that traditionally do not join peacebuilding events, as they believe that 

interactions break down the barriers, and strengthen this new narrative through their stability 

and continuity, compared to the political process, showing that collaborating between the 

communities can work. 

6.2.4 Home for Cooperation 

 

For the Home of Cooperation, that was established 11 years ago in the UN buffer zone, “it’s 

more about getting people together to actually take the next step. Because for a while now, the 

peacebuilding process focused on bringing people in the same room”316. Now, they focus on 

“the more difficult discussions that trigger more dialogue and more exploration about what 

identity means”317. Interacting with the traditional collective narratives, the Home: 

[…]share[s] multiple stories, […] different narratives. [We] explain also the 

shared pain or the shared anxieties or the shared kind of aspirations for the 

future. The more stories you have, the less polarized two stories will become. 

Because if you […] share more and different experiences, then all these 

narratives start to become less resistant to each other318.  

Like the other organisations, Home for Cooperation wants to offer alternative points of view to 

have the individuals build their own opinion. Here, they also go beyond words, as “this is 

usually through art for us […] because artists are invited to question […] how they exist within 
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these narratives [and] interesting discussions and dialogues come from this”319. To break 

stereotypes, these kinds of activities can be crucial, as they “mak[e] oneself aware of the 

stereotypes [which] in itself is a very important step”320.  

If one is aware of the stereotypes and implications of the narratives, the Home tries to share the 

narrative that there is contact between the two sides, that “life exists across the divide” 321. It 

will do so through “a short documentary, which is not shared yet to the public”322.  

To increase cooperation between the communities, the Home has two pillars. Firstly, supporting 

others “to create their project, to run their events, whatever they might have in their mind323”, 

as they offer rooms and can connect people if needed, and secondly, through “our own programs 

that we run”324. 

We are presenting a model for what the area could look like, even a solution, 

[…]  through this interaction and coexistence every day […] We work together, 

we create things together325. 

Therefore, the Home for Cooperation interacts with the narratives firstly, through trying to 

break them down through their interactions and activities with individuals, particularly via art 

and through getting people to attend the many different events they host, and secondly, via their 

bi-communal model of operation, hoping to make individuals question their beliefs and open 

up to collaboration, as they see that cooperation is possible.  

 

6.2.5 Peace Players Cyprus 

 

Peace Players Cyprus’ model of destabilising the collective narratives is the most extensive of 

the analysed organisations “because there is a very clear pipeline”326, as they build interaction 

and understanding “through sports and non-formal education” 327. To bridge the divides: 
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All our programs make sure that [they] need to work with people from different 

backgrounds, different cultures. It's not always only between Greek Cypriots 

and Turkish Cypriots, but also in people who have maybe a migrant 

background or people from refugee communities. 

To firstly attract people to join their basketball practices, club membership is very cheap, “so 

there are quite some pull factors that might attract some families and kids that might not be 

open-minded towards the peacebuilding side of what we do”328. Being a member of PCC, a 

child goes through different peacebuilding steps. In the beginning it is mono-communal, and 

after getting to know the team and the coach, “they start to meet people from the other side or 

different communities, and they realize internally how they might be the same or there might 

be differences”329.  

They don't do a lot of different stuff than they would do in their normal 

practice. But they do it with people from the other community and that's where 

they realize: “hey, these are also just kids like me!” You have done multiple 

trainings most of the times with the same other group of kids. So, you actually 

build a relationship, you get familiar. It feels not that scary anymore330.  

After developing a relationship with children from the other side, when they are 12, they can 

join the bicommunal basketball league “which is the first ever bicommunal […] sports league 

on the island”331. Non-formal education then becomes part of the program. It “goes a little bit 

more into sharing cultures, conflict resolution and peace building, […] but in a very playful 

way, […] through […] fun activities mostly”332. When they turn 14, they can join the leadership 

development program, where they “meet once a month and we go really into conflict resolution, 

peace building, leadership skills”333. Furthermore, to support the children when they get 

triggered by the traumas that underly their collective narratives, or if they have questions, they 

can ask their coaches, as many are alumni. “They are role models to the kids. […] We also 

realise that the kids really look up to them and they can […] answer any question”334. 

With their plan, that might be so clear because Peace Players is represented in multiple conflict 

areas, and thus has had the time and experience to develop its program, of how to introduce 
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young children to the other community, build relationships and teach them about concepts 

connected to peace, in their experience, they weaken the collective narratives as after 

participating in the program for some time, the children “don't really understand why there's a 

conflict and […] they really want to meet each other also outside of the peace program”335, 

which clearly demonstrates how the original narratives may become destabilized through 

allowing interaction and allowing the children to form their own belief systems.  

6.2.6 Film director – Sharing an Island  

 

Danae Stylianou’s documentary film Sharing an island “was one of the few really bicommunal 

projects in film, and both on camera and off camera”336 at the time, in 2011. For the protagonists 

on camera that came from the two sides of the island, “we were basically giving triggers for the 

group to start conversations and analyse[d] things as they visited these places and as they 

experienced and interacted”337. Hence, the filmmaker had the participants actively confront and 

discuss their internalised conflicting collective narratives. The narratives and stories they were 

addressing are common themes within the Cypriot audience who watched the film. These were 

for example: “Sertunc, who has been a victim of a fascist attack, and Bahire, who had this 

background with the missing grandfather, which is a very […] known story in Cyprus”338. As 

every viewer has their own experiences, and therefore watches and understands it in their own 

way, “I would like people to feel the importance of peace in whatever sense that is, […] [while] 

we can experience this journey with these people”339.  

Asked if there were any collective narratives she tried to weaken with this film, she responded:  

That's the whole essence of the film. […] It’s trying to break down these 

stereotypes and narratives, but at the same time allowing the people who are 

in the film to express them.  [The viewer] would see how these people narrate 

the history because they were affected by the propaganda of each side. So, we 

acknowledge that this is what is spread in the society340. 
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The acknowledgement of the other’s perspective plays a crucial role in the film, as it leads to 

understanding between the participants. Initially, 

The group was kind of separated. But by the end of the trip, they came to realize 

that there are dividing elements, that they cannot be erased. […] But […] they 

needed to overcome them so they could be together in this house. Let's say it’s 

kind of like a metaphor for how the wider society would have to deal with 

issues of trauma and conflict for the bigger cause of reuniting the island. […] 

You have to cultivate acceptance341.  

The documentary confronts the viewer not only with the other side’s narratives, but also with 

their own, by contrasting them, and showing how it is possible to overcome the prejudices 

fuelled by one’s beliefs in building acceptance with the other community through questioning 

their very own beliefs. Overall, it allows for the viewer to relate with the process of getting to 

know the other side, through identifying with the protagonists that share similar stories like 

many Cypriots. Furthermore, through showing the importance of acknowledging the other 

side´s perspective and struggle, it offers a perspective on how the broader conflict could benefit 

from the interaction. Here as well, the peacebuilder attempts to confront the viewers belief 

system, hoping to weaken the collective narratives. Particularly as screening a movie reaches 

more people than static peacebuilding activities located in Nicosia, it offers the potential to 

make more people question their beliefs, even though they are not as extensive as long lasting, 

interactions in person.  

6.2.7 International Organisation 

 

Lastly, one of the international organisations342 based in Cyprus tries to weaken mistrust and 

animosity between the people “through contact and through meaningful discussions and 

communication, [as] we do realise that people do enhance their empathy and their 

understanding toward the other people” 343. 

Therefore, they too are convinced that interaction changes the traditional narratives. One of the 

main ways this IO increases contact is through the support it offers to NGOs if they try to reach 

out to the other side, in logistical questions, or if they need small grants. “We work closely with 

                                                            
341 Ibid. 
342 The members of the IO chose to remain anonymous.  
343 Civil affairs staff, IO 
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them”344. Since most NGOs and IOs are close to the buffer zone in Nicosia, this IO “decided 

[…] that they wanted to expand […] and have these posts in all sorts of sectors so that they 

expand in different cities of the island as well”345. As the previous section shows, cities far away 

from the buffer zone mostly do not get in contact with peacebuilding activities, therefore, their 

inhabitants oftentimes do not question their beliefs connected to the Cyprus Conflict. 

Expanding activities to these areas might lead to more people questioning their beliefs, which 

is easier for IOs than it is for the NGOs, due to the higher standing they have with the political 

leaderships and the higher financial support.   

To ensure that people engage with the IO’s activities repeatedly, thus increasing the likelihood 

of questioning the collective narratives: 

We want them to have a good experience. […] When they start engaging more 

meaningfully in an activity, they […] understand that all of these other 

narratives and stereotypes are also part of what they grew up as well346.  

The IO also wants to strengthen a narrative of collaboration through their own organisation, 

which they also narrate on their social media. 

We are […] bicommunal […]. There's two people that work together on 

something and […] then we are […] going to meetings together, [and] I don't 

decide by myself, I need to discuss first with my colleague. […] That's also 

something that I think showcases to people like this is that this is possible, 

right? [And] the messaging in our social media, it's a lot of like different faces 

[…] talking about their experience […] trying to promote a cooperation 

between organizations or people that are working on something347. 

The IO has similar goals of promoting understanding, which it implements through events that 

bring people from all communities together, as they believe confronting the prejudices through 

interacting with the other side will weaken them. Further to the interactions, their bi-communal 

operation model portrays how cooperation could work. Contrary to NGOs, they are better 

accepted by the political leaderships, which makes it easier for them to implement their projects. 

Thus, they also support NGOs in their work, which increases the number of people NGOs can 

interact with and weaken the narrative of prejudice in.  

                                                            
344 Ibid. 
345 Ibid. 
346 Ibid. 
347 ibid 
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Summing up, as all interviewees or their organisations believe that one of the main stumbling 

blocks to peace are the collective narratives of trauma and their implications, they try to 

destabilise them when engaging with them, to overcome them. Overall, they want to spark new 

ideas and that people who interact with the peacebuilders question their beliefs, as they offer 

them differing perspectives and information than they have themselves, which is oftentimes 

done through interaction with people from other communities. Depending on the peacebuilder 

and their underlying beliefs in what is the most effective way to go about destabilising the 

collective narratives, the methods to do so differ. Furthermore, almost all peacebuilders seek to 

establish a new narrative, that is not yet a dominant one. It is the narrative that collaboration 

between the communities is possible. Throughout their activities, and partly through the 

structure of the organisations, they try to model how cooperation could work for the rest of the 

island.  
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Conclusion  

 

Concluding, this thesis answered the research question 

How do collective narratives of trauma influence the Cyprus peacebuilding process?  

Through answering the two sub-questions that guided the analysis. 

1) What are the key collective narratives of trauma in the Cypriot communities?  

2) How do they influence the work of local peacebuilding initiatives?  

 

To answer the first sub-question, one can divide the key narratives into six categories. The 

narratives describe what exactly is considered the active conflict, the blame narrative and the 

connected self-victimisation, the origin narrative, the threat narrative, and the refugee narrative. 

Within the categories, the conflicting communities have opposing narratives, which 

complicates finding a solution to the conflict as both sides have fundamentally different 

understandings of the conflict, making it difficult to bridge the gaps.  

Regarding the second sub-question, the peacebuilders´ aim is to destabilise the collective 

narratives of trauma, particularly the narratives of prejudices and the connected hatred and 

distrust. They engage with the collective narratives on a local level. Through different methods, 

depending on their beliefs of what is effective, they offer individuals an alternative perspective 

from the way they were socialised, through constructing opportunities to interact with the other 

community and through receiving less biased information, to confront and form their own 

beliefs. In contrast, peacebuilders try to strengthen the emerging narrative that common 

struggles exist, such as the pain felt by all communities. It is emerging as a collective narrative, 

as politicians partly acknowledge their communities´ blame, which offers space to build 

bridges.  Furthermore, I argue, that peacebuilders try to establish a new collective narrative, 

which shows that collaboration between the communities is possible and exists. Ultimately, 

they hope that through engaging with enough people, the new narrative of how cooperation is 

possible will be strengthened, which could become a new collective narrative that could 

influence the peacebuilding process bottom-up and move it out of its protractedness. 

To answer the overarching research question, collective narratives of trauma are the primary 

reason for the stalling of the peace process. Today, 60 years after the first round of violent 

conflict, politicians still use the communities´ traumas and politicise them to shape the public 
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opinions in a way that helps them win the next election, through formal education and media. 

If they wanted to, the political leaderships could change these narrations. Instead, they continue 

to narrate the own community as the victim and the other in a way that justifies their political 

agenda. In the North, to divide the island to ensure peace, in the South, to unify the island to 

receive justice. Due to their short-sightedness, the political leaders use their own people´s hurt 

for their benefit, as they purposively perpetuate the collective narratives of trauma and thus 

repeatedly re-traumatise their own population. Hence, the Cyprus conflict will likely not be 

solved by relying on the top-down approach that focuses on a political solution to the conflict.  

The UN mission UNFICYP also plays an important role in the perpetuation of the collective 

narratives of trauma, as they have ensured that the buffer zone divides the island for the past 60 

years. Even though UNFICYP has programs encouraging cooperation and interactions, they are 

not designed for the larger population, but individuals close to the border. According to the new 

head of UNFICYP, the UN has understood that the broader population needs to be involved in 

the peace process, which the UN has neglected in the past. They will try to do so by increasing 

business ties across the island348. 

 Even though the plan to involve a broader population moves their strategy in the right direction, 

focusing on business again only focuses on a certain group of people, and it is not clear how 

that should extend to the broader population without business ties. The UN, as the peacebuilding 

actor that is most respected by the political leaderships and does not face similar threats as 

NGOs, should design strategies that put trauma at the heart of their approach, as only when 

addressing the collective narratives of trauma broadly, to change the broad population´s 

perceptions, the Cyprus Conflict can be solved, as even if a political solution existed tomorrow, 

the population could not suddenly change their belief systems.  

NGOs are more confident in their peacebuilding measures within the population, as they are 

convinced that their actions change the perceptions of the individuals they interact with, but 

they do not have the means or support to conduct peacebuilding work in the broader population. 

They see that the change within the population to favour peace moves slowly, which the UN 

could accelerate.    

                                                            
348 Head of mission at UNFICYP Colin Stewart, speech given at the bi-communal business 

lunch of the German embassy in Cyprus, 10th May 2022, Nicosia 
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My thesis benefitted from my identity as a half Greek Cypriot, as interviewees likely perceived 

me as an insider rather than an outsider. Most were quite honest with me, also opening up about 

their own opinions, worries and hopes for the future. My identity and how I positioned myself 

in the research could also be a shortcoming.  I might be slightly biased; therefore I was 

constantly reflecting on the implications of my identity throughout the research. As I conducted 

seven interviews, conducting more might increase the validity of the findings, and through more 

interviews, different beliefs might have emerged.   

As the influence of collective trauma is crucial to the peacebuilding process, relevant future 

research could attempt to theorize what a trauma-informed peace process could look like in 

Cyprus that could succeed in changing the belief systems of a significant part of the population. 

It would also be crucial to assess how large the population size would need to be to have an 

impact on the process and push for a solution from the bottom up. Furthermore, the impact of 

the collective narratives of trauma on the political leader´s actions could be researched, to 

understand how the perpetuation could be broken. Lastly, it would be relevant to investigate 

the impact of peacebuilder´s engagement with the collective narratives, to understand which 

activities are most impactful for certain target audiences, to see how they might be extended for 

the larger population to increase the impact on the peace process, to overcome its 

protractedness. 

Concluding, my thesis shows that in the status quo, the collective narratives of trauma, which 

are the primary reason for the stalling of the peace process, can only be broken and replaced by 

narratives that support inter-communal cooperation through engaging the broader population.  

Peacebuilders have been trying to achieve this for a longer time, but to succeed, three things 

would need to change. Firstly, the political leaderships would need to remove institutional 

hurdles that block peacebuilding activities, secondly, the educational system would need to be 

reformed, to end the perpetuation of current narratives of trauma, and thirdly, the UN, as the 

peacebuilding agent most respected by the political leadership, would need to focus on engaging 

the broader population to change their perceptions rather than focusing on politicians, or only 

a limited group of people that predominantly lives close to the border. Only then, collective 

trauma within the conflict can be addressed, and peace can be achieved. 
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