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TERRORISM AND WAR

The title of this talk is 'Northern Ireland - what was the war all about?' and the first thing I'd like to say is that the subject matter under discussion is a war. We're not talking about an outbreak of criminality. Nor are we talking about a street gang going on a murder rampage. Are we talking about 'terrorism'? I have great difficulty understanding what the difference might be between 'terrorism' and 'war'. It may be that there is a sort of terrorism that isn't war but it seems to me obvious that all war is terrorism. The object of war is to terrorise an enemy into submission. And you do this by committing atrocities, i.e. by killing large numbers of people. There may have been a time when it was assumed that the large numbers of people would be young men in uniform but since the development of aerial warfare killing civilians in large numbers has become routine - a routine largely pioneered by the RAF in the Second World War. Waging war by blockade, the normal practise of the British navy, is also targeted against 'non-combatants', in this case using starvation as a weapon. When the government that kept condemning the IRA as 'terrorists' collaborated in the physical destruction of the administrative structure based in Baghdad they called their action 'shock and awe'. I can't seize a conceptual difference between the words 'shock and awe' and the word 'terror'. Though there is a difference in scale. We are talking about an operation that caused infinitely more damage and resulted in incalculably greater suffering than, say, the spectacular attack on the World Trade Centre in New York, not to mention the poor little creature, doubtless crazed by anger, who recently drove his car into a crowd of people on Westminster Bridge.

Perhaps terrorism is in the eye of the beholder and the best distinction to be drawn is that 'war' is terrorism we approve of - 'terrorism' is war we don't approve of.

Terrorism is really a propaganda word used to delegitimise the war waged by the enemy. It is probable that the vast majority of people in Great Britain (by which I mean England, Wales and Scotland, excluding Northern Ireland) regard the IRA as terrorists. It may be that a majority of the people on the island of Ireland - the Ulster Protestants plus people living in the Republic of Ireland - regard the IRA as terrorists. But it really doesn't matter what all those people think. As things have turned out, the people who count are the Catholics of Northern Ireland. And while of course there will be disagreements among them, they have shown generally, as a community, through the support they are giving Sinn Fein, that they believe the IRA was fighting a war on their behalf. Furthermore that their lives are better because of what the IRA did for them.

In this respect the recent funeral of Martin McGuinness is instructive. It wasn't a defiant affair. It wasn't the solemn military IRA style of funerals of the past with masked men and women shooting guns in the air, the coffin accompanied by men and women in berets and dark glasses Nor was there anything triumphalist, deliberately provocative to their Protestant neighbours about it (the Protestants have hopefully got beyond being provoked by the appearance of a tricolour flag). It was relaxed and cheerful. Good hearted. Quite clearly the huge numbers who attended were not celebrating the life of a terrorist who had repented and become a man of peace. A friend of mine heard an interview recently with the Rt. Hon. Anthony Blair. The supposed contradiction in McGuinness's life was put to him. My friend couldn't remember Blair's exact words but the gist of it was that McGuinness was both military man and statesman. What's unusual about that? If that is reported accurately, I won't go so far as to say that Mr Blair goes up in my estimation, but he has said something sensible.

Though it still doesn't quite do justice to the situation. A military man becoming a statesman may be something quite commonplace (I think there are some 50 ex-army officers sitting in the House of Commons) but McGuinness was a butcher's boy who became a military man and statesman. He was 22 years of age when he was whisked off to London for secret discussions with the British government. He was supported by his wife Bernadette who ran a café in Londonderry. You could go there and be served your hamburger and chips by the wife of a military man and statesman. I cannot help imagining the contempt that polite, mild-mannered man must have felt having to deal with the likes of Peter Mandelson and John Reid, raking up personal fortunes for themselves as they presided over their incompetent and murderous interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Sinn Fein, the political party allied to the IRA, is now one of the governing parties of the United Kingdom and, as the only party that contests elections on both sides of the Irish border, it is a growing force in the Republic of Ireland. This would be unthinkable if the Catholics of Northern Ireland as a political community - whatever particular groups or individuals might think - saw the IRA as a bunch of criminals and thugs, or even if they saw them as misguided idealists fighting a useless war. And yet on the face of it, the IRA failed. They were fighting to break the link between Northern Ireland and the UK and for a united Ireland. But they haven't broken the link between Northern Ireland and the UK and they haven't achieved a united Ireland.

Ah, but ...

Much of what I shall be saying about the history of the Catholic community in Northern Ireland and the emergence of the IRA is based on Pat Walsh's recently published book, Resurgence.
 Talking about the relationship between the Nationalist party, the SDLP and the IRA in 1971, after the SDLP rejected the offer made by the Unionist Prime Minister, Brian Faulkner, of a share in the government of Northern Ireland, Walsh says that from that point on:

'The SDLP  would have to ride on the back of the Provos like the wren rides the eagle until it exhausts itself - leaving the wren to then attempt to fly on its own wings.' (p.166)

Except that the wren that has taken over from the eagle hasn't been the SDLP but Sinn Fein. The journey isn't over. But a great deal of progress has been made. 

WHAT WAS (IS) NORTHERN IRELAND?

Now, I may have given you the impression with what I've said so far that I am a supporter of Sinn Fein and of the aims it shared with the IRA. It happens that for fifteen years, from 1972 to 1987, I was living in Northern Ireland, involved in politics and deeply opposed to the IRA. I was a member of a small political grouping called the British and Irish Communist Organisation. Despite the name the group was independent of any other left wing tendency and very free-thinking. We had one thing in common with the IRA. Both of us saw Northern Ireland, with its fake Parliament wholly dependent on Westminster, as a perverse political entity. But where the Provos wanted to see Northern Ireland fully integrated into the political structure (albeit a reformed political structure) of the Republic of Ireland, we wanted to see it fully integrated into the political structure of the United Kingdom.

I'm an Ulster Protestant and there may have been an element of 'Unionist' or British national sentiment in my own feelings on the matter, but that was certainly not any part of the motivation of most of my comrades, in particular of those who had brought the British and Irish Communist organisation into existence and done most of its thinking. Most members came from a Catholic background, many of them from the Republic; some had been members of the IRA or INLA and some had served time in prison. One of our members - Manus O'Riordan - was the son of Michael O'Riordan, General Secretary of the Communist Party of Ireland, who used his connections with the IRA to supply explosives and know-how to the African National Congress for one of their most spectacular operations - the explosion of an oil refinery at Sasolburg in 1980.
 Readers may remember that Gerry Adams formed part of the Guard of Honour at Nelson Mandela's funeral in December 2013.

The traditional Irish nationalist view of Northern Ireland was that it was a simple product of British Imperialism and that the Unionism of the Ulster Protestants, especially the Ulster Protestant working class, was a superficial phenomenon, a combination of false consciousness and bribes. The 'Orange state', with its perverse political system of a permanent majority lording it over a permanent subjugated minority, could be overthrown by a determined effort and both Protestants and Catholics could then be equal partners in the politics of a sovereign state - the Republic of Ireland. My comrades, educated in this way of looking at things, came to Northern Ireland to lend a hand in the business of building a united Socialist Ireland. But, being independent minded people, capable of changing ideas in the light of the realities confronting them, they soon concluded that the Ulster Protestants and their opposition to any notion of a united Ireland, were a much more substantial phenomenon than they had thought. They set about trying to understand this phenomenon and produced, very quickly and without any University formation (and of course without any of the grant-aid people with a University formation seem to need before they engage in any intellectually demanding work) an impressive body of literature arguing, or rather demonstrating that the Ulster Protestants were a distinct national community (not just 'Irishmen' suffering from false consciousness) which had good reasons, cultural and economic (not just marginal benefits), for resisting incorporation into an all-Ireland state. This was the 'two nations analysis' which was much talked about and much abused at the time, with the real source of it only rarely being acknowledged.

What distinguished our position from that of mainstream Irish Nationalism - which we called 'Catholic nationalism' because Catholicism was what chiefly defined its distinctive national culture - was that we drew a distinction between partition as such and the existence of Northern Ireland as a distinct political entity with its own 'parliament'. Partition reflected a real demographic difference which could not be wished away. This wasn't just a matter of trying out of the charity of one's heart to accommodate two different cultural traditions. We are talking about two peoples willing to arm themselves and fight, to make war, in their own defence.

THE ARMED CONFRONTATION

It was actually my people - the Ulster Protestants - who introduced the gun, or at least broke the state's mono;poly of the gun, into the situation, in 1914. We armed ourselves and organised militarily to resist 'Home Rule'. 'Home Rule' should not be confused with independence. The Irish Home Rule party at the height of its power never imagined that Britain would allow Ireland to be independent. What they wanted and what they thought they had secured after half a century as the unquestioned leader of Irish Catholic opinion, was something resembling what we currently have in Wales. The Home Rule government would still be subordinate to the British Crown and Parliament. And as proof of continued loyalty to Britain, the Home Rule leadership in 1914 threw themselves into an enthusiastic recruiting campaign for Irish cannon fodder in Britain's war against Germany.
 Some 50,000 Irishmen died in that war and doubtless an equivalent number of Germans, Austrians and Turks were killed by Irishmen. And this wasn't simply a question of the long tradition of Irishmen joining the British army to make a living. This was the recognised leaders of the Irish Catholic nation making their own deliberate political decision to engage their people in war - the first time that had happened since the seventeenth century when the Irish Catholic nation supported the legitimate British monarch, James II, against the usurper William III.
 And nowhere was the recruiting for Britain's war done more enthusiastically than among the Catholics in the North East corner of Ireland, especially in Belfast - the people who, sixty years later, would organise themselves as the Provisional IRA.

Isn't it astonishing - isn't it an object worthy of serious thought - that at the end of that war, in the 'khaki election' held in December 1918, when the Irish who had fought in it were numbered among the 'victors' and might, one would have thought, have participated in the euphoria of victory, the Home Rule Party, which had led them into war, was decimated and Sinn Fein, a party that had barely existed prior to the war, swept the board on a programme of total independence from Britain and very rapidly (though of course benefitting from skills they had been taught over the previous four years) produced an army capable and willing to fight for it? 

'CATASTROPHE' FOR THE ULSTER CATHOLICS

There was, however, one part of Catholic Ireland that remained faithful to the Home Rule Party and that was the North East corner, fiefdom of the very remarkable Joe Devlin. Devlin - like McGuinness from a working class background - had become one of the most powerful men in the Home Rule movement partly because he had built up and controlled the 'Ancient Order of Hibernians', a sort of Catholic version of the Orange Order that provided the muscle needed to see off rivals to the Home Rule Party - William O'Brien's Cork-based All for Ireland League for example, or Arthur Griffiths' pre-war Sinn Fein.

Devlin was an MP at Westminster and as part of the Home Rule/Liberal Party alliance he had been a powerful figure in British politics. Under the Home Rule arrangement, in which Ireland would still be represented at Westminster, he was undoubtedly looking forward to a continued career in British politics and in particular to working with the newly emerging Labour Party. Instead, with the partition of Ireland and the creation of Northern Ireland, he found himself the impotent leader of a permanent minority trapped in what he, with his large political view, would have experienced as a political slum.

The Unionists didn't want their own little pseudo-state with its own laws, its own budget, its own Parliament. When they realised that it was impossible to keep all of Ireland in the UK and that the most they could hope for was the six counties of Northern Ireland, they wanted Northern Ireland to be ruled as it had been previously, by Westminster, as an integral part of the UK. Indeed it could be said that the highest achievement of the Unionist leadership was so far as possible to minimise Northern Ireland's distinctiveness from the rest of the UK. Although notionally they were Conservatives they broadly replicated whatever legislation was passed at Westminster, including, happily, the programme of the post-war Labour government. But there was no opportunity in Northern Ireland to participate in the political process through which this legislation was passed. In particular the parties capable of forming governments in Westminster where these decisions were being made - Conservative and Labour - refused to organise in Northern Ireland.

While writing alternative history may be a pointless exercise, I think it's reasonable to assume that had people in Northern Ireland been able to participate in the politics of the state as a whole (the UK state), the Catholic population, while they may not have been pleased, would have been able more easily to reconcile themselves to the situation. They had just fought a long, hard war on Britain's behalf; they hadn't supported Sinn Fein's demand for independence; their leader was a man with considerable experience of British politics; and with the emergence of the Labour Party British politics was becoming interesting, there was a sense of direction to it, it provided an outlet for what was a very politically conscious - much more than their Protestant neighbours - population. 

Instead they found themselves trapped in a system by which they were subjected to the permanent and unshakeable domination of their traditional enemies and rivals. The Republican movement in the South of Ireland of course refused to recognise the legitimacy of Northern Ireland and in 1922 Michael Collins organised a disastrous IRA invasion of Northern Ireland. It's an interesting story and we could speculate as to what his motives were - this occurred just after he had signed the pseudo-treaty with the British government under Lloyd George's threat of 'immediate and terrible war' - terrorism - if he didn't. But we have to hurry on. The Unionists necessarily regarded the Catholic population as a permanent threat to the existence of the state. The position of the Catholics was quite analogous to that of the Palestinians in Israel, especially in Israel in its pre-1967 boundaries. On paper they had equality of rights with the majority population but in practise they were subject to a virtual reign of terror - occasional outbursts of raw terror as in the shipyard expulsions or the expulsion of the Catholic population of Lisburn in 1920, but always the threat of terror. Together with devices such as the manipulation of electoral boundaries and local government housing policy to minimise what small political influence they might have had.

The best option for what had been a lively political society was to keep their heads down. There are a number poems by Seamus Heaney that capture something of the atmosphere of fear - 'The Ministry of Fear' is the title of one of them - in which he was brought up on a farm in County Londonderry. I'd like to read you one of them which I think is particularly expressive. It's called 'A Constable Calls' and it describes a very ordinary occurrence.

Seamus as a small boy is watching as a policeman interviews his father about his tax returns. Nothing untoward happens, the constable's behaviour is perfectly correct, and I assume there would have been policemen performing the same role at the same time in the Republic of Ireland. But what the poem conveys is an atmosphere, the feelings that are conveyed to the boy, watching:

A CONSTABLE CALLS

His bicycle stood at the window-sill, 

The rubber cowl of a mud-splasher 

Skirting the front mudguard,

Its fat black handlegrips

Heating in sunlight, the ‘spud’

Of the dynamo gleaming and cocked back,

The pedal treads hanging relieved

Of the boot of the law.

His cap was upside down

On the floor, next his chair.

The line of its pressure ran like a bevel

In his slightly sweating hair.

He had unstrapped

The heavy ledger, and my father

Was making tillage returns

In acres, roods, and perches.

Arithmetic and fear.

I sat staring at the polished holster

With its buttoned flap, the braid cord

Looped into the revolver butt.

‘Any other root crops?

Mangolds? Marrowstems? Anything like that?’

‘No.’ But was there not a line

Of turnips where the seed ran out

In the potato field? I assumed 

Small guilts and sat

Imagining the black hole in the barracks.

He stood up, shifted the baton-case

Further round on his belt,

Closed the domesday book,

Fitted his cap back with two hands,

And looked at me as he said goodbye.

A shadow bobbed in the window.

He was snapping the carrier spring

Over the ledger. His boot pushed off 

And the bicycle ticked, ticked, ticked.

And here's another example of the sort of thing young Catholics might expect at the hands of the police in Northern Ireland, an imaginary but all too realistic dialogue from an article published in 1943:

“Where are you going?”

“Home.”

“You live up there?”

“Yes.”

“You’re one of the men who are going free Ireland?”

Silence.

“Got an identity card?" (Card produced).

“H’m, well, Jimmy, so you have no ideas on partition or anything like that?” Silence.

“Not much manners up there where you live, eh?”

Silence and attempt to move on. “Where are you going? Where do you think you’re off to? Stand there. Trying to prevent the police doing their duty, eh?” Silence.

“You seem to be in a big hurry, Jimmy. Got a meeting to attend? I.R.A.., eh? (Silence)

(Aside): “Think we ought to take him in? Better search him anyway. Back against the wall, Jimmy.” (Search, none too gently).

“Off you go now, Jimmy. Don’t let it happen again. . . Oh, going to say something?”

“I was going to say I object to all this. That’s the fourth time this week you have stopped me. You know I’m doing nothing wrong. But you’re trying to provoke me. I’ll report you.”

“Ha - ha - ha. That’s right, sonny. Report us...”

The author comments: 'One thing I escape, being not so young as I was. But I never see it happen without a tightening of the heart ...'

WHERE THE RESPONSIBILITY LIES

I come from Northern Ireland. I'm an Ulster Protestant and I like, respect and identify with my own people. But I'm sure that dialogue is quite typical of what Catholics living in Northern Ireland had to put up with for fifty long years. And I don't see it as a product of any particular badness on the part of the Unionists. It was the entirely predictable consequence of the deliberate policy of the UK government - the imposition of devolved government in the part of the UK that was least suitable for it.

The one area of government the Unionists did, indeed had to, take very seriously was security. They knew that their government was unacceptable to the Catholic population, and that there were and always would be people willing to overthrow it by force. In the context of Britain's second war against Germany and again in the period 1956-62 there were IRA campaigns. In fact they had little support in the Catholic population, not because Catholics did not wish to be freed from the prison they were living in but because the machinery of repression was so thorough that they saw no point. That is the most effective sort of terrorism.

This perverse system was imposed on Northern Ireland by Westminster and this immediately poses the question, why? Why did they not simply continue to govern Northern Ireland as an integral part of the UK, as the Unionists themselves had wanted? My old comrades, no longer trading under the name 'British and Irish Communist organisation' - seem to have changed their mind on this. They are now arguing that the aim was to exercise influence over the Republic of Ireland, to prevent Ireland from drifting too far out of their orbit.
 The continued existence of Northern Ireland as something not quite part of the United Kingdom kept alive the possibility that by maintaining good relations with Britain Ireland might one day be reunited. It is  noteworthy in this context that  Eamon De Valera whose main political project was securing Ireland's complete moral, cultural and political independence, determinedly and almost cold-bloodedly refused to show any concern for the plight of the Northern Catholics.

I'm not quite convinced by this argument. I incline still to the position we had in the 1970s/80s that really Westminster would have been happy to rid itself of Northern Ireland. Its ideal, incorporated in the 1920 act, comically called the Better Government of Ireland Act, was that two home rule governments in Belfast and Dublin would eventually coalesce into a single government, well-disposed to Britain. It was however inhibited by the prospect of the sort of resistance that would be mounted by the Protestants. It was one thing to brutalise 'rebels', another to brutalise self-proclaimed loyalists (easy though it may be in far away places such as India). The semi-detached status of Northern Ireland allowed them to wash their hands of the problem in the hope that eventually it would go away.

On that basis, however, I have some difficulty explaining why in 1932, in the depression, a time of austerity if ever there was one, Northern Ireland should have been gifted by the UK government with such a magnificent building for its parliament. Stormont positively exudes a spirit of solidity and permanence. It's not easy to explain it either on the basis of a policy of keeping up the Republic's hopes for an eventual unity. And it seems to have driven the Unionists mad, giving them the delusions of grandeur which eventually surfaced with Terence O'Neill who really believed that he was the real Prime Minister of a real country.

One thing, however, is certain, and that is Westminster's determination to keep Northern Ireland at arm's length, to have as little to do with it as possible. To quote James Callaghan writing about the late sixties when the turmoil in Northern Ireland began: 'The advice that came to me from all sides was on no account to get sucked into the Irish bog'.
 The people who gave him that advice bear a great deal of responsibility for all the suffering that was to follow.

THE PROVISIONAL IRA

The Provisional IRA emerged in Belfast in the context of attacks by Protestant mobs, supported by elements in the police, on Catholic areas in Belfast and Londonderry in August 1969. The Protestants were upset because, in the context of the civil rights agitation of the late 1960s, the ground rules of the existence of Northern Ireland were being broken. They saw the civil rights movement as an anti-partitionist offensive, an attempt to overthrow the 'Orange state'. In this respect they were simply following the logic of the perilous situation of Northern Ireland, perched uneasily on the window sill of the UK house, neither quite in nor quite out. To ensure peace and tranquility, the 'croppies' had to be kept down, for the most part through their own strong consciousness that if they asserted themselves too stridently the consequences would be unfortunate. It seemed that they needed once more to be persuaded of this.

Initially the defence of Catholic areas was largely led by members of the Catholic Ex-Servicemen's Association which was, as the name suggests, made up of Catholics who had served in the British Army. They were far from being doctrinaire Republicans. The IRA, as it was at that time - the 'Official IRA' - had committed itself wholly to the civil rights agitation, had entered into alliance with the Communist Party and was adopting a Marxist world-view (insofar as the CP could be said at that time to possess a Marxist world view) in response to the failure of the 1956-62 campaign. It had lost, or at least put aside, its military capacity. When Catholics, in the desperate situation in which they found themselves, went down to Dublin to the IRA GHQ asking for weapons it couldn't supply them. 

This was the context in which the Provisional IRA emerged, initially under the leadership of traditionalists based in the Republic, who had opposed the Marxist orientation assumed by the official leadership. But in reality this was a new development, destined to drift away from any connection to the traditional IRA. The traditionalists were motivated by a romantic nationalism, a love for the idea of Ireland. The Northern Catholics who were flooding into the IRA may or may not have loved the idea of Ireland but they were primarily motivated by a determination never to return to the conditions of life they and their parents had known for the previous fifty years. And they believed the only way they could free themselves was through full incorporation into the political structure of the Irish Republic - a united Ireland.

AN ALTERNATIVE VIEW

We took the view that that was hopeless. It required a war that could not be won. There was, however, another way in which Northern Ireland, with its permanent majority facing a permanent minority, could be overcome - a way that did not require war, that could be achieved entirely by political means. This was full integration into the political system of the UK, most importantly with the right to join and vote for or against the political parties that could form the government of the UK.

Had the Labour Party been organised in Northern Ireland from the start, Catholic Socialists could have been members of a government sovereign over the government of Northern Ireland. Nor would they have had to renounce their aspiration towards a united Ireland. There are plenty of MPs in all the major British parties, but especially the Labour Party, who want to see a united Ireland.

In principle I believed, and still believe, that the Northern Ireland problem was solved in 1972 when Stormont was prorogued. This meant that Catholics could enter into the administrative structure of the country. Whether it was a matter of discrimination or of deliberate boycott on their own part, they couldn't do it under the Unionists. From 1972 onwards they were entering in large numbers, but as beginners at the lowest levels. Through the 1980s and 1990s they were moving into the higher levels. The framework of patronage and public support was changing radically. Direct rule was a stable and widely acceptable form of government. It required very little tweaking to be made a convincingly permanent form of government.
 But it was destabilised by the continual efforts of the British government to put an end to it, to extract themselves from the 'Irish bog' by restoring legislative authority back into local hands. 

From the point of view of the IRA this provided a strong incentive for continuing the war. The first was the clear indication that the Brits wanted out. The weak point of the union was, or appeared to be, the Westminster government. If the Catholics ceased to be a nuisance, Westminster was perfectly capable of handing the place back to the majority Unionists. Doubtless there would be token safeguards for Catholics but effectively it would be back to the old Unionist domination. By contrast, if Catholics continued to make a nuisance of themselves, embarrassing the UK government in the eyes of the world, and especially in the eyes of the US, maybe - just maybe - they would cut and run altogether and there could be a united Ireland.

After a disastrous period in the mid-70s when Merlyn Rees as Secretary of State tried to cultivate the idea of an independent Ulster and promoted the policies of criminalisation of the IRA (denial of political status) and 'Ulsterisation' (restoring responsibility for security into the hands of the Protestants), I believed we were in for a slow but inevitable drift towards full integration in the British political system, simply because that was the only possible option. It was proving impossible to devise a system of devolved government acceptable to both Unionists and Nationalists. If only Westminster would make the necessary arrangements for an adequate system of non-legislative local government then the IRA would recognise that a united Ireland was not on the cards but also that there was no danger of a return to the bad old days of Stormont rule.

That happy idyll was smashed in 1985 with the signing of the Anglo Irish Agreement. The Anglo Irish Agreement effectively gave the Dublin government a veto over any final arrangements for the government of Northern Ireland and they would never agree to full incorporation of Northern Ireland into the UK. It was also a large step taken towards the realisation of a united Ireland obviously achieved through the pressure exerted by the IRA and holding out the promise that more pressure would yield more progress in the same direction. 

WHAT THE IRA HAD ACHIEVED

I left Northern Ireland in 1987, more or less persuaded that there was no longer anything useful I could do. I think I was right in this. My political perspective was beaten and I didn't think anyone else had a political perspective that could lead to anything other than violence and despair. But that was where I was wrong. The leadership of the Provisional IRA had, unbeknownst to me, come to the conclusion that little more could be achieved by the military struggle. The eagle had got as far as it could. It was now time for the wren to take off on its own.

What had the eagle achieved? The Dublin government was now implicated in the government of Northern Ireland. If I complain that Westminster wanted nothing to do with Northern Ireland, a Nationalist could equally complain that Dublin wanted nothing to do with Northern Ireland. They could reasonably have expected at the very least moral support from the government whose constitution claimed sovereignty over the whole island and who had been churning out anti-partitionist literature throughout the whole period of its existence. But they had received precious little of it. Now, without expecting that Dublin would do anything very positive, an all-Ireland dimension had been successfully introduced. And if I was unhappy that Dublin would veto my favoured option of full integration into the UK, Nationalists could be happy that Dublin would certainly veto any return to a majority rule devolved government.

And make no mistake. This remarkable development - a complete turnaround on the part of the lady who famously boasted that she wasn't for turning - could not have happened without the Brighton bombing which nearly killed the whole Tory cabinet. The Brighton bomb was in December 1984. The Anglo-Irish Agreement was signed in September 1985. The sequence of cause and effect - especially when we consider that Thatcher had previously shown an integrationist tendency that was actually built into the Tory manifesto of 1979 - is unmistakeable.

But there is another achievement, less tangible but ultimately much more important. The eagle had for well over a decade maintained a war with the one of the world's most powerful, or at least highly regarded, military machines. They had shown staying power. And the people who had shown such staying power were Northern Catholics, the 'croppies' who had kept their heads down for fifty years. They had shown that they were no longer to be trifled with. They had asserted themselves as a people of substance.

THE 'PEACE PROCESS'

In 1994, the Provisional IRA declared a truce. It was made perfectly clear that the army council and Sinn Fein had decided they wanted to end the war. It seems that they had long recognised that the aim of achieving a united Ireland by military means was impossible - there is reason to think that they had decided that as early as 1977.
 I certainly thought in the late seventies, and in particular when Roy Mason was secretary of State showing no interest in any destabilising devolution initiatives, that the war was more or less over. It was around this time that a substantial shift in the IRA/Sinn Fin leadership occurred from the Dublin traditionalists - Sean MacStiofain, Daithi O Conaill and Ruairi O Bradaigh - to a new leadership formed in the conflict in Northern Ireland and of course personified by Gerry Adams and Martin McGuinness. A symptom of this was the decision of the Sinn Fein Ard Fheis in 1986 that Sinn Fein representatives should take their seats in Leinster House, the Southern Parliament. Non-recognition of the Southern government and therefore refusal to sit in the Dail, was an article of faith for the traditionalists.

In the 1980s, a series of discussions occurred involving Charles Haughey as Taoiseach in the Republic, Fr Alex Reid, a Redemptorist priest in the Clonard monastery in Belfast, Gerry Adams and, eventually, John Hume - Hume acting quite independently of the Nationalist SDLP, of which he was leader. In 1987 Fr Alex Reid sent a letter to Haughey outlining Adams' proposals for a cessation of IRA activity and in 1993 Adams held a series of discussions with Hume, made known publicly in a joint statement. This is usually presented as the beginning of what is known as the 'peace process'.

However, bringing a war to an end is a very delicate process, especially if you are confronted with an enemy who doesn't have the intelligence to give you a helping hand. Adams and McGuinness weren't proposing to surrender. Nor were they going to allow a post war settlement to run around arresting everyone who had been active in the Provisional IRA. The achievement of the Northern Ireland Catholics in maintaining a war for, now, over twenty years, had to be acknowledged and respected. They were bringing the military phase of their struggle to an end but they wished to continue the political struggle. Time for the wren to take off from the eagle's back. But there was no point in trying to engage in politics if the logic of Northern Ireland, with its inbuilt Protestant Unionist majority, was not somehow broken. The Anglo Irish Agreement, which gave the Southern government a veto over Northern Ireland affairs was perhaps a step in the right direction. But how could you trust the Southern government which was as anxious as the UK government to wash its hands of the whole affair? What was required was a system which gave the Catholics of Northern Ireland themselves a veto over government. 

This is what was achieved in the 'Good Friday Agreement' of 1998. Yet even after 1998, Sinn Fein had to put up with continual efforts of the Unionists, the British government and even the SDLP and the Southern government after the withdrawal of Haughey and his immediate successor Albert Reynolds, to give the process of IRA dissolution the appearance of a rout, of humiliation and surrender, an admission that the war had all along been nothing but a criminal enterprise (and this from the government that was maintaining the murderous policy of sanctions on Iraq and, having by this means destroyed Iraqi civilian society, was about to embark on the invasion which would destroy the Iraqi state and open it up to an anarchy of warring paramilitaries).

It wasn't until 2006 that Ian Paisley finally decided - acting, like Hume, in defiance of his own party - to stop playing games and accept the opportunity that had been given at least ten years earlier to end the war, enabling the IRA finally to disarm and step out of the picture.

NORTHERN IRELAND - THE IMPOSSIBLE STATE

I think I can put my hand on my heart and say that the process by which this was achieved was one of the most beautiful political operations I have seen or expect to see in my lifetime. It couldn't have been achieved without continued pressure from the IRA and without immense patience and skill on the part of Adams and McGuinness. It wasn't what I wanted. Indeed the system of government that has been established in Northern Ireland as a result is in any normal understanding of politics monstrous. It allows of no political development outside the rigorous Nationalist/Unionist model. A system based on one community terrorising the other has been replaced by a system based on a balance of terror - the Ulster Protestants are now obliged to regard the Ulster Catholics with respect.

What we were advocating could have been achieved without violence and would have allowed the Nationalist/Unionist model to be subsumed into divisions on social and economic issues. But the total integration into the politics of the UK that I wanted to see was ruled out of order by the determination of the UK Parliament to keep Northern Ireland trapped in its state of limbo, and by the utter failure of the Unionists to recognise and realise the real logic of their supposed 'Unionism'. And let us admit that once the UK began to break up, with devolved governments in Scotland and Wales - a development very few of us could have foreseen in the 1970s/80s - it would have been much more difficult to argue against having a devolved government in Northern Ireland. Also let us admit that it might have been difficult - maybe not impossible, but difficult - for the integrationist perspective to accommodate the sheer high spirits and moral self confidence that had been created within the Catholic community by the success of the IRA campaign.

This leaves us with the obvious question, where do we go from here? The arrangements put in place by the Good Friday Agreement are deeply undemocratic, they put the sectarian division into deep freeze - or rather they keep it in the deep freeze that is a necessary condition of the continued existence of Northern Ireland as a distinct political entity. Northern Ireland is still subordinate to the UK Parliament but excluded from the politics of the UK Parliament. Given the apparent inability of Jeremy Corbyn to reform the British Labour Party it is hardly credible that, were it to finally agree to contest elections in Northern Ireland, the Labour Party could exercise anything like the power of attraction it would have had in the 1920s or even in the 1970s. Maybe the deep freeze can continue for many years but it will eventually have to end. 

Throughout this talk I have said there were only two possible ways of overcoming the perversities of Northern Ireland. One was incorporation into the politics of the UK; the other incorporation into the politics of a united Ireland. In principle I am indifferent as to which is chosen. I preferred incorporation into the UK because it could have been done easily and without bloodshed and because in the 1970s the power of the Labour movement was such that Britain seemed well set on a road towards a more Socialist economy. Incorporation into a united Ireland will still be very difficult but the consequence of over forty years of political incompetence on the part of the UK government and the Unionist Parties, together with the political competence of the leadership of the IRA, is that a united Ireland has now become the easier and more attractive of the two possibilities.
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